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ABSTRACT 

 The research supporting the powerful influence of teachers on student learning is 

abundant.  Therefore, the most logical way to improve student learning is to improve the 

effectiveness of teachers.  The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore how and 

why teachers improve in their practice as measured by their value-added teacher 

effectiveness scores and what role the campus principal played in that documented 

growth.  Additionally, the study sought to determine whether  teachers’ knowledge of 

their effectiveness scores served as a factor in their professional growth.  The researcher 

interviewed eight teachers with three consecutive years of improving value-added data.  

The teachers attributed learning to the use of humor in the classroom and building their 

own capacity to use multiple resources, including their own creativity, with their 

professional growth.  With regard to professional development, the researcher found that 

teachers appreciated training that was both practical and included active learning.  

Ongoing collaboration with colleagues, both formally in professional learning 

communities and informally through casual dialog, was also considered important to their 

progress.  The teachers valued trust and recognition from their principals and the fact that 

principals were visible in their classrooms on a regular basis.  The researcher found that 

only one of the teachers had knowledge of her value-added teacher-effectiveness data, 

and this teacher used the data to inform her instruction.  Significant to the findings, this 

particular teacher had the highest value-added scores and the largest range of growth of 

the participants in the study.  The researcher recommends that schools and districts 

examine professional development plans to ensure that they are practical, include active 

learning and collaboration, and model the use of humor, the use of multiple resources, 
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differentiation , self-reflection, and technology integration.  In addition, principals should 

be intentional in providing specific praise based on data gathered during frequent 

classroom visits.  Principals should also ensure that systems are in place for 

collaboration.  Most importantly, districts and schools must ensure that principals and 

teachers know how to use value-added data to drive instructional decisions in order to 

obtain maximum growth in effectiveness.   
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 “Today it is considered common knowledge that a classroom teacher is probably 

the single most powerful influence on student achievement that is within control of the 

educational system (Marzano, 2010, p. 213).  Studies have resulted in the similar 

conclusion that “individual teachers can have a profound influence on student learning 

even in schools that are relatively ineffective” (Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 2001, p. 

3).  More importantly, residual effects studies clearly reveal that “not only does teacher 

quality matter when it comes to how much students learn, but also that, for better or 

worse, a teacher’s effectiveness stays with students for years to come” (Wright, Horn, & 

Sanders, 1997, p. 63).  There is little doubt that having effective, highly-qualified 

teachers in classrooms is the best way to truly improve student achievement.  Because the 

research supporting the importance of an effective teacher is clear, the practice of 

recruiting and rewarding teachers with demonstrated success with students is growing 

across the United States (Sawchuk, 2011).  New research clearly demonstrates that this 

practice positively correlates with increases in student achievement (Woessmann, 2011).   

 Is relying on incentive pay a practical way to recruit and re-train the best and the 

brightest educators and address ineffective teaching practices by itself?  Is there an 

unlimited pool of teacher candidates who will accept and stay in teaching positions, even 

in the most challenging of schools and in the most rural of areas, if the pay is appealing?  

Realistically, school leaders know this is not the case.  Baby boomers’ retirements will 

“force school systems to hire up to a million new teachers between now and 2014” 

(Green, 2010, p. 2).  With a growing need for new teachers, a limited pool of applicants, 
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and a lack of reliability in funding sources for incentive programs, solely relying on 

incentive pay to increase student achievement is not practical.  The smarter path to 

boosting student performance is to improve the quality of the teachers who are already 

teaching in schools.   

 Before a school leader walks down the capacity-building path, he/she must have a 

deep understanding of three important concepts.  First, in order to improve the quality of 

teachers, knowing what makes a good teacher is critical.  When Bill Gates announced 

that his foundation was contributing millions of dollars to improve the quality of teaching 

in America, he added, “Unfortunately, it seems the field doesn’t have a clear view of 

what characterizes good teaching.  I am personally very curious” (Green, 2010, p. 2).  

Secondly, in order to build the capacity of those who are teaching, understanding what 

constitutes quality professional learning is a necessity.  Mizell (2009) wrote: 

No Child Left Behind requires that schools in “improvement status” must use ten 

percent of their Title I funds for “high quality professional development” that 

directly addresses the academic achievement problem that caused the school to be 

identified for school improvement.  But, the law does not acknowledge or address 

the possibility of a professional development problem that may have actually 

contributed to the school falling into improvement status in the first place. . . . In 

many low performing schools, there is not only too little professional learning, but 

too much of it is ineffective.  Professional development cannot be a part of the 

solution unless it is no longer part of the problem.  (p. 2)  

 

 Lastly, the school leader must not just pay lip service to being an instructional 

leader but must truly understand his/her role in improving instruction.  Schmoker (2006) 

referred to this contradiction between principals who claim to be instructional leaders but 

do not understand what that really entails as the leadership illusion.  “It’s this simple: 

schools won’t improve until the average leader begins to work cooperatively with 

teachers to truly, meaningfully oversee and improve quality instruction” (Schmoker, p. 



 Texas Tech University, Kathryn Rollo, December 2013 

3 

29).  If improving the quality of education for our students in a meaningful and 

measurable way is our goal, then knowing what works is fundamental. 

Background of the Study 

Measuring Teacher Effectiveness with Value-Added Measures  

 Traditionally, American schools have focused on process rather than product 

(Davenport, 2009).  In other words, the architects of schools designed a system, hired 

teachers and administrators to put in it, pushed students through it, and considered that a 

success.  This model has not fulfilled the requirements of the last decade and its focus on 

outcomes in the form of high stakes assessments.  The problem with relying solely on 

achievement scores is that, even after years of efforts to close the gap between students 

from different socioeconomic backgrounds, achievement remains strongly related to a 

student’s financial situation (Kennedy, Peters, & Thomas, 2012; Parrett & Budge, 2012).  

In other words, when schools only analyze passing rates on achievement tests, they are 

not necessarily getting a true picture of the school’s effect on students’ learning. 

 While the concept of value-added, “any output that is worth more than the sum of 

the inputs,” is not new, it has only recently become part of educational nomenclature 

(Kennedy et al., 2012, p. 4).  In this context, value-added analysis is defined as “a new 

approach for measuring the ways in which teaching affects learning and is a fairer and 

more reliable means of looking at student growth” (Kennedy et al., p. 4).  Unlike their 

achievement data, which directly correlate to socioeconomic status, “students from poor 

families are as likely to have good value-added gains as students from wealthier 

families,” and state-wide correlational studies in Ohio and Tennessee support this claim 

(Kennedy et al., p. 4). 
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Value-added measures are not without critics.  The statistical methodologies are 

complex, and some claim that it is just “too complicated for educators to understand and 

therefore should not be used” (Kennedy et al., 2012, p. 5).  Even though Harris (2011) 

shared that teacher level value-added data provides a meaningful performance measure 

that “could be useful for both personal and external accountability,” he acknowledged 

that “teacher value-added probably suffers from greater statistical errors” than school 

value-added data (p. 125).  While some question the reliability of the complex statistical 

models used to produce the data, most of the controversy is based more on how value-

added data are used in high stakes situations (Gorard, 2008; Harris, 2011; Martineau, 

2006; Sammons & Luyten, 2009).  

When used for the purpose of growth, value-added data can add a new dimension 

to understanding learning.  In a sense, value-added data may be used in a formative 

manner to evaluate programs (such as the effectiveness of a professional development 

program) and guide instructional decisions (Sanders, 2006).  Harris (2011) stated, “I 

believe value-added measures can improve teaching and learning –not just test scores, but 

improve the practice of teaching and encourage the genuine learning that the vast 

majority of parents, students, policy makers, and educators want to see” (p. 8). 

The Significance of Teacher Effectiveness  

 Ironically, while the act of teaching has been performed since the beginning of 

human history, it was not systemically studied in a scientific manner until the 1960s, 

when Coleman et al. (1966) concluded that schools make little difference in student 

achievement.  Jencks et al. (1972) added to the sense of hopelessness by also deducing 

that “most differences in . . . test scores are due to factors that schools do not control” (p. 
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109).  Fortunately, many researchers of the 1980s and 1990s were not satisfied with 

educators indifferently throwing their hands up in the air, and they accepted the challenge 

to prove that schools and teachers can and do make a difference in student learning.   

 Rosenthal (1991) and Hunter and Schmidt (1990) were among the first to 

demonstrate that students with similar demographic backgrounds score significantly 

higher when placed in a good school rather than a poor one.  Even more importantly, 

Good and Brophy (2008) gathered the work of several studies to infer that individual 

teachers have a powerful effect on students.  Conducting the most profound study to 

support teacher effectiveness, Wright et al. (1997) determined that the “most important 

factor affecting student learning is the teacher” and that there is a “wide variation in 

effectiveness among teachers” (p. 63). 

 While the research supporting the powerful influence of teachers on student 

learning continues to grow, the question turns to what effective teachers do to make a 

difference.  Multiple studies have linked student achievement with specific instructional 

practices.  Good and Brophy (2008) summarized this research and provided a list, which 

includes general concepts such as high teacher expectations and goal-oriented 

assessments, to guide educational planning.  Lezotte and Snyder (2011) shared that high 

expectations for success, strong instructional leadership, a clear and focused mission, the 

opportunity to learn/time on task, and frequent monitoring of student progress are 

common features of effective schools.  Other studies analyzed more specific teaching 

strategies that contribute to student learning.  Marzano et al. (2001) conducted a large 

meta-analysis and provided educators with a practical list of specific instructional 

strategies, such as identifying similarities and differences and summarizing and note-
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taking, proven to work.  The plethora of research clearly outlines what works.  The more 

intriguing matter is why there is such a disconnect between the knowledge gained 

through these studies and what actually happens in classrooms.  This disconnect is often 

referred to as the knowing-doing gap (DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2008; Pfeffer & Sutton, 

2000).  

The Role of the Principal in Improving Teacher Effectiveness  

The corollary to the fact that the quality of the teacher is the most significant 

controllable factor in student achievement is that improving the quality of the teacher 

leads to higher levels of student achievement (Marzano, 2010).  Effective principals 

“accept responsibility for ensuring that teachers have the supports and opportunities they 

need to develop this capacity” (Ferriter, Graham, & Wight, 2013, pp. 87-88).  What 

constitutes a healthy relationship between a principal and an effective teacher?  Fullan 

(2008) began his Six Secrets of Change with a chapter entitled Love Your Employees.  

He stated, “One of the ways you love your employees is by creating the conditions for 

them to succeed” (Fullan, p. 25).  Whitaker (2003) shared that “great principals focus on 

students---by focusing on teachers” (p. 35).  Recent studies define what the above 

mentioned writers had proclaimed by revealing that the most effective school leaders are 

not necessarily directly involved with instruction, but they improve instruction in other 

crucial ways (Grissom & Loeb, 2009; Horng & Loeb, 2010; Louis, Leithwood, 

Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010).  Rather than narrowly focusing on classroom instruction, 

these studies reveal that effective leaders primarily improve student learning by 

motivating teachers and creating positive work environments.  “Effective organizational 
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managers strategically hire, support, and retain good teachers while developing or 

removing less effective ones” (Horng & Loeb, p. 67). 

If supporting and developing teachers are the keys to improving student learning, 

the question still remains unanswered in the research as to what this support looks like in 

the case of a teacher who demonstrates measurable improvement in his/her practice.  It 

has yet to be determined how principals interact with struggling teachers to promote 

professional growth, what support structures principals put in place for teachers to 

facilitate this growth, and what professional learning opportunities principals provide for 

these teachers to ensure they are building their capacity as educators.  

Theoretical Framework 

 This study was based on the Leadership for Learning Framework (Reeves, 2006).  

With advances in technology coupled with heightened accountability, schools have 

unprecedented access to data.  Conventional wisdom assumes that if a school’s data 

indicate high results, the school is effective.  Conversely, schools with low results are 

labeled as ineffective.  The same can be said for individual teachers and their data.  

Teachers with high student assessment scores are considered great teachers, and parents 

would prefer to have their children placed with those teachers rather than with the 

teachers with low passing rates.  “But such a superficial analysis does not distinguish 

between those who achieved high results through luck or through professional 

effectiveness” (Reeves, 2006, p. xix).  Consider Figure 1.1. 

 Achievement of Results, the vertical axis, represents the level of achievement on 

any measure used in schools, whether that is student achievement test scores, grades, or 

value-added data.  On the horizontal axis are the Antecedents of Excellence, which 
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Reeves (2006) defined as “those observable qualities in leadership, curriculum, parental 

engagement, and other indicators that assist in understanding how results are achieved” 

(p. xix). 

 

           Figure 1.1.  The Leadership for Learning Framework  

Source “The Learning Leader” by D. B. Reeves, 2006, p. xx.  Reprinted with permission 

from the author. 

   “Even the best assessment and evaluation system is useless if teachers and 

school leaders do not use it to improve practice, and a commitment to practical utility at 

the classroom and school level” is at the heart of improvement (Reeves, 2010, p. ix).  

Understanding the antecedents that move teachers to the leading quadrant is important to 

replicating and continuing their professional growth. 

 According to Wheatley (2006), “Life is about creation.  The ability of life to 

create itself is captured in a strange sounding new word, autopoiesis (from Greek, 

meaning self-production or self-making).  Autopoiesis is life’s fundamental process for 

creating and renewing itself, for growth and change” (p. 23).  In order to reproduce and 
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expand success, schools must uncover the often veiled behaviors associated with 

autopoiesis. 

Statement of the Problem 

 The plethora of literature regarding effective teaching practices is based upon 

studies of educators with demonstrated levels of student achievement (Good & Brophy, 

2008; Kounin, 1970; Lezotte & Snyder, 2011; Marzano et al., 2001).  A few recent 

studies actually link teaching practices to high teacher effectiveness scores (Darling-

Hammond, 2010; Kennedy et al., 2012; Stronge, Ward, Tucker, & Hindman, 2007).  

While the benefit of understanding the practices of consistently strong teachers is 

extremely valuable and well-documented, the knowing-doing gap is still prevalent in 

educational practice.  This truth is evidenced by the fact “that 70 percent of our entering 

9
th

 graders read below grade level” and “one out of every three minority students attend a 

high school where 40 percent of the students drop out” (Parrett & Budge, 2012, p. 1).  To 

improve schools, attention must be focused on improving practice.  The research on how 

and why less effective teachers improve their practice is nebulous at best.  The role of the 

principal in facilitating the professional growth of a teacher as measured by value-added 

teacher effectiveness scores is virtually non-existent.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to explore how and why teachers improve in their 

practice as measured by their value-added teacher effectiveness scores and what role the 

campus principal plays in that documented growth.  Additionally, this study sought to 

determine if teachers’ knowledge and understanding of their effectiveness scores serves 

as a factor in increasing effectiveness. 



 Texas Tech University, Kathryn Rollo, December 2013 

10 

Significance of the Study 

 There are several reasons why this study is of great value.  Utilizing Teddlie and 

Tashakkori (2009) and their Typology of Reasons for Conducting Research, the 

researcher outlines the significance of this work.   

Personal Reasons 

 Working in the area of professional development for Lubbock Independent 

School District, the researcher was extremely interested in having a better understanding 

of what contributes to improvement in teaching and learning.  This knowledge will lead 

to greater job fulfillment because it will serve as a guide in effectively designing learning 

experiences for teachers and principals.  As the time to engage in learning experiences 

with school leaders and teachers is precious, it must be used efficiently.  Furthermore, the 

financial resources for professional learning are growing increasingly scarce.  Therefore, 

the resources that are available must be used strategically with high leverage content and 

strategies.  The information gained in this study will help guide this planning.  

Reasons Associated with Advancing Knowledge     

 This study has added to the current knowledge base on teacher effectiveness as 

measured by value-added teacher effectiveness scores.  While some studies examined the 

practice of teachers with consistently strong value-added scores, no work had been found 

that utilizes value-added data to explore specifically how and why teachers move from 

being below average or average teachers to being above average teachers.  Furthermore, 

this study explored how principals contribute to this professional growth of teachers, 

which could impact principal development programming.   
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Societal Reasons 

 Ultimately, the mission of schools is to fully prepare students for college and 

careers.  The research on the importance of quality teachers in reaching that mission is 

extremely clear.  Removing ineffective teachers is not common practice, and the pool of 

quality applicants is not overflowing, especially in high poverty or rural areas (Elmore, 

2000; Reeves, 2004; Thomas & Wingert, 2010).  Therefore, the only practical way to 

provide quality teachers in every classroom is to build the capacity of those already in the 

profession.  We have an ethical responsibility to confront the problem of ineffective 

teachers, and the knowledge gained in this study has the potential to guide us.  

 This research explored the dimensions of what works with teaching practices, 

professional learning, and leadership through the lenses of teachers who have 

demonstrated professional growth by improving their effect on student learning as 

measured by value-added data.  Discerning changes in these individual facets of work in 

schools, as well as how these changes relate to each other, has powerful implications for 

school improvement.  Leaders want student learning to improve in their schools, but they 

do not always know the specific steps to take to facilitate growth in student achievement.  

When growth does occur, they do not always know why.  Schlechty (2004) stated, “If 

educational leaders are to improve systems, they must learn to control them: for without 

control there can be no systemic improvement.  Any improvement that might occur will 

be more attributable to chance than leadership” (p. 2).  To improve the systems they lead, 

leaders must first understand those systems.  More specifically, they must understand 

what works in order to replicate and expand success.  
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Overview of Methodology 

 The methodology used for this study was qualitative case study (Bloomberg & 

Volpe, 2008).  A large urban school district in West Texas had been acquiring district, 

school, and teacher level value-added data for the past three school years.  Individual 

teacher value-added reports, which are considered archival data, for fourth through eighth 

grade reading and/or math teachers were reviewed to determine which teachers had three 

consecutive years of individual teacher value-added effectiveness data.  Of those teachers 

with three years of consecutive data, the data were reviewed to determine which ones had 

effectiveness scores that increased each year.  Those teachers were invited to participate 

in an individual interview.  Within-case and cross-case analysis revealed themes with 

attention given to credibility and transferability.  

Research Questions 

 The following research questions guided this study: 

1. What changes did teachers who improved in their value-added effectiveness 

scores make in their instructional practice? 

2. What professional learning facilitated the changes in instructional practice 

made by the teachers? 

3. What role did principals have in the professional growth of the teachers who 

improved in their value-added effectiveness? 

4. In what ways did teachers who improved in their value-added effectiveness 

use the data to inform instruction? 
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Research Assumptions 

 Multiple assumptions were made in the development of this study.  First, while 

the individual teacher effectiveness scores used in this study were widely recognized as 

reliable and valid and were used across multiple states and districts, the researcher 

assumed that this measure truly reflected an individual teacher’s effect on student 

learning (Harris, 2011; Kennedy et al., 2012).  Secondly, as with any qualitative study, 

including interviews, the researcher assumed that the participants provided honest 

responses to the various questions represented in the methodology.  Thirdly, while this 

case study focused on one school district, the researcher assumed that the findings were 

representative of a broader question of how and why teachers measurably improve in 

their practices.  Lastly, “the researcher assumed that the use of a qualitative case study 

methodology would reveal findings that were more rich and deep than could occur 

through the use of more objective or quantitative methods of study” (Teal, 2012, p. 12). 

Limitations 

 Although this study was carefully planned, the researcher is aware of its 

limitations.  First, a conclusion drawn from the complex Measures of Effective Teaching 

Study was that “teaching is too complex for any single measure to perform or capture it 

accurately” (MET Project, p. 10).  Yet, the researcher only utilized one form of measure, 

value-added teacher effectiveness scores, to determine whether or not a teacher had 

grown in his/her effectiveness.  In reality, using multiple measures would have provided 

a more comprehensive view of teacher improvement and possibly have identified more 

potential participants. 



 Texas Tech University, Kathryn Rollo, December 2013 

14 

Delimitations 

 Multiple delimitations are embedded in the design of this work.  First, in 

attempting to answer the previously stated research questions, this study did not pursue 

factors outside of the school environment and realm of control of educational leaders that 

could contribute to a teacher’s professional growth.  For example, an improvement in a 

teacher’s mental and/or physical health may also improve job performance, thus resulting 

in an improvement in effectiveness scores.  For the purposes of this study, only factors 

that could inform decisions made by educational leaders and teachers were explored. 

 Secondly, this particular school district actually collected value-added data for 

science and social studies teachers as well.  Because those subjects are not tested on an 

annual basis, a statistical analysis different from the one used for reading and 

mathematics was conducted to obtain science and social studies value-added scores.  

Therefore, the researcher purposely elected to study only reading and math teachers in 

order to maintain uniformity in the measure selected to identify the participants.  Along 

the same vein, one could justifiably assume that teachers of grade levels and subjects that 

were not part of the value-added analysis also improved their practices; yet this study 

explored only those teachers with three consecutive reading and/or math value-added 

reports in fourth through eighth grades for consistency in the selection of participants.  

 Furthermore, although multiple school districts across the state and nation were 

collecting value-added data, the researcher purposefully chose to explore one urban 

school district in West Texas.  The researcher leads professional development in this 

district, which increased the relevancy and likelihood that the findings would inform 

district level decisions to help teachers and principals grow professionally.  Additionally, 
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the researcher did not have the same level of accessibility in other districts.  Paramount to 

this level of accessibility was the researcher’s commitment to maintaining the anonymity 

of the participants in this case study and to other methods that increased trustworthiness, 

as discussed in-depth in Chapter III. 

 Lastly, without a doubt, exploring the differences between teachers who increased 

their value-added scores and those who maintained and/or declined in their scores had the 

potential to provide an enhanced perspective and improve the transferability of the study.  

However, because of the controversy and sensitivity surrounding individual teacher 

value-added data, the researcher intentionally elected to interview only teachers with 

improvement in value-added scores with the assumption that these teachers would be 

more open to honest discussion.  “Teacher-level value-added analysis is the most 

sensitive of all the value-added analysis that is available, but in terms of improvement 

this information is critical” (Kennedy et al., 2012, p. 86).  

Definitions of Terminology 

 The following definitions serve to clarify terms used throughout this study: 

 Achievement Data.  According to Kennedy et al. (2012), “achievement data are a 

measure of student academic ability at a fixed point in time” (p. 8).  Furthermore, 

“achievement test results tell educators what their students know and are able to do 

relative to the standards being assessed” (p. 8).  

 Achievement Gap.  An achievement gap exists when there is a consistent and 

significant difference between the achievement scores of subsets of students, such as 

between those students who are living in low socio-economic conditions and those who 

are not. 
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 Autopoiesis.  Wheatley (2006) defined autopoiesis as “the ability of life to create 

itself.”  It is “life’s fundamental process for creating and renewing itself, for growth and 

change” (p. 23). 

Campus Academic Leader (CAL).  The participating school district created this 

role in 2010 to create teacher leaders, one per content area per school, who are able to 

lead professional development on their campuses.  This replaced the traditional 

department chair role. 

Case Study.  A case study is a qualitative study that “involves a detailed 

description of a setting and its participants, accompanied by an analysis of the data for 

themes, patterns, and issues” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008, p. 31).  

 EVAAS (Education Value-Added Assessment System).  EVAAS is an 

educationally-focused division of SAS, a self-proclaimed “leader in business analytics 

software and services, and the largest independent vendor in the business intelligence 

market” (SAS website). 

 Knowing-Doing Gap.  According to Pfeffer and Sutton (2000), the knowing-

doing gap is “one of the great mysteries of organizational management: the disconnect 

between knowledge and action” (DuFour et al., 2006, p. 6). 

 MET (Measures of Effective Teaching) Project.  Funded by the Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation, the MET Project was a three-year comprehensive research 

study that examined practice and outcomes of approximately 3,000 teachers throughout 

the United States. 

MRM (Multivariate Response Model).  MRM is a “special case of a statistical 

model known as the linear mixed model” and is used to obtain district, school, and 
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teacher level value-added data through EVAAS (Wright, White, Sanders, & Rivers, 2010, 

p. 4). 

 NVivo 10.  NVivo 10 is software program specifically designed to facilitate 

qualitative and mixed methods research.  It allowed the researcher to collect, organize, 

and analyze content from interviews, focus group discussions, survey, audio, social 

media data, and videos.   

Roster Verification.  A process required by EVAAS to tie teachers to the 

students they teach and the percentage of responsibility they have for each child’s 

instruction over the course of a school year.  To address the complex nature of schools, 

EVAAS requires roster verification to produce teacher effectiveness scores.  Each spring 

teachers and principals participate in roster verification. 

Transferability.  Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) defined transferability as “how (if 

at all) and in what ways understanding and knowledge can be applied to similar contexts 

and settings” (p. 31). 

Value-Added Analysis.  “Value-added analysis is a progress metric that 

estimates teachers’ schools’, and districts’ impact on students’ academic performances 

over time” (Kennedy et al., 2012, p. 3).  

Value-Added Individual Teacher Effectiveness Score.  The teacher 

effectiveness score is a conservative estimate of a teacher’s influence on students’ 

academic progress.   

Organization of the Study 

 Chapter I consists of the introduction to this study and provides a brief overview 

of the background, purposes, and parameters of the study.  Chapter II contains a review 
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of the relevant literature surrounding value-added data, the significance and growth of 

teachers, and the role of principals in leading teachers to increase their effectiveness.  

Chapter III outlines the methodology of this study and includes a discussion on the 

qualitative research design, the context of the study, data sources, and data analysis.  

Chapter IV reveals the findings from the research as they address the research questions.  

Finally, Chapter V consists of the conclusions and implications drawn from the findings 

as well as recommendations for further research. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 Public education in America has never before faced the level of scrutiny that it is 

facing today.  Despite the belief that public schools are changing for the better, the world 

around them is changing at an exponentially faster rate (Daggett, 2012).  Despite having 

over three decades of school reform efforts imposed upon them, most public schools do 

not meet the mark in terms of preparing students for their futures, particularly in the eyes 

of those who desperately need well-trained, knowledgeable problem-solvers in order to 

stay in business (City, Elmore, Fiarman, & Teitel, 2010; Colvin, 2012; Daggett, 2012).  

Charter schools, online learning providers, and home school networks appear to be more 

relevant and viable options for families with the knowledge and capability to access 

them. 

 Regardless of the distrust in public schools and the plethora of other options 

available, Texas public schools still educate nearly five million students each year, many 

of whom are living in poverty and urgently need quality education to overcome the 

multiple challenges they face.  Raise Your Hand Texas, a non-profit education advocacy 

organization working to strengthen public education in Texas, proclaimed,  

Strong public schools are one of the best investments that we can make in the 

future of our state.  Achieving this goal requires fair and equitable funding for our 

schools, and a policy environment that provides good data, rewards progress and 

provides all students with the opportunity to graduate from our public schools 

prepared for college and career. (Raise Your Hand Texas, para. 6) 

 

 While there is justifiable concern when examining public schools in a holistic 

manner, research clearly supports that a great deal of variability exists in levels of success 

at the district, school, and teacher level among American schools (City et al., 2010; 
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Colvin, 2012; Daggett, 2012).  City et al. (2010) asserted that “in the United States, we 

have more variation in student achievement than do almost all of our international peers” 

(p. 2).  Educators have an ethical responsibility to examine these pockets of excellence as 

models for school improvement.   

 Regarding pockets of excellence at the classroom level, this review focused on the 

literature surrounding teacher improvement.  In order to justify a purpose that 

emphasized the teacher and not the school or district, the researcher synthesized the 

literature concentrating on the significance of the quality of the teacher.  With the teacher 

view validated, the researcher followed with collected works about teacher improvement 

efforts.  Because the researcher sought to understand the role of the principal in teacher 

improvement, the next section of the review reveals research regarding the principal as an 

instructional leader who facilitates growth.  For the purposes of this study, teacher 

improvement was defined as an increase in value-added effectiveness scores.  Therefore, 

this review contains an overview of the ever-growing literature concerning value-added 

measures.  The researcher concludes with arguments describing the Leadership for 

Learning Framework, which serves as the supporting gestalt of this study (Reeves, 2006).  

Significance of the Quality of the Teacher 

 As previously stated in Chapter I, the purpose of this study was to explore how 

and why teachers improve in their practice and what role the campus principal plays in 

that documented growth.  Rather than consider school improvement through a school or 

district lens, the researcher intentionally placed the teacher at the heart of this study. 

While it may have seemed more beneficial to learn how to improve teaching and learning 
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at a larger scale, thus impacting more students, the researcher believed that success can 

only be built one teacher at a time. 

Lost Hope 

 The 1960s and 1970s left many educators feeling hopeless and ineffectual with 

the publication of the Coleman Report and other studies, which credit students’ heredity 

and home circumstances for academic achievement (Colman et al., 1966; Heath & 

Nielson, 1974; Jensen, 1973).  While some researchers consider the methodology of the 

Coleman study flawed, nothing can detract “from the importance of the findings 

regarding the inequalities in the education of children of different races, ethnic groups, 

and socioeconomic classes” (Cain & Watts, 1970, p. 228).  Jencks et al. (1972) added to 

the sense of hopelessness by also deducing that “most differences in . . . test scores are 

due to factors that schools do not control” (p.109).  Even as recently as 1999, studies 

continued to lend credibility to the notion that race, parental achievement levels, and 

family income trump all other variables that relate to student achievement (Goldhaber & 

Brewer, 1999).  In addition, Noguera (2012) discussed the very deep and complex 

societal factors, many of which seem beyond school control, that continue to support 

large achievement gaps: 

For the last thirty years or more, schools-alone strategy has been pursued by 

educational policymakers.  Billions of dollars have been spent on plans to revamp 

school curriculum, re-train teachers, introduce new technology and make schools 

smaller, but none of these costly measures have had the impact upon academic 

and developmental outcomes of the most disadvantaged children that was 

expected or hoped for. (Noguera, p. 3).   
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Given this dismal portrayal of education’s inability to give every child an equal 

life chance, one may justifiably wonder why time and energy were devoted to a study 

exploring teachers and their contributions to student learning. 

Renewed Hope 

Fortunately, many researchers of the 1980s and 1990s were not satisfied with 

educators indifferently throwing their hands up in the air, and they accepted the challenge 

to prove that schools and teachers can and do make a difference in student learning.  

Research has turned a corner and provides a renewed sense of hope that teachers can and 

do matter.  Good and Grouws (1977) led the way with a mathematics study concluding 

that teachers with consistently high-achieving students teach differently than teachers 

with low-achieving students, even when the students are demographically similar. 

Rosenthal (1991) and Hunter and Schmidt (1990) were also among the first to 

demonstrate that students with similar demographic backgrounds score significantly 

higher with some teachers.  Good and Brophy (2008) gathered the work of several studies 

focusing specifically on teacher behaviors to infer that individual teachers have a 

powerful effect on students.  Smith (2000) revealed that teachers effect student 

achievement by adjusting the manner in which they use time in the classroom.   

Conducting the most profound study to support teacher effectiveness, Wright et 

al. (1997)  determined that:  

The most important factor affecting student learning is the teacher.  In addition, 

the results show wide variation in effectiveness among teachers.  The immediate 

and clear implication of this finding is that seemingly more can be done to 

improve education by improving the effectiveness of teachers than by any other 

single factor.  Effective teachers appear to be effective with students of all 

achievement levels, regardless of the level of heterogeneity in their classrooms.  If 

the teacher is ineffective, students under the teacher’s tutelage will show 
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inadequate progress academically regardless of how similar or different they are 

regarding their academic achievement. (p. 63) 

 

The work of Nye, Konstantopoulos, and Hedges (2004) supported this claim.  They 

randomly assigned students from 79 elementary schools in 42 school districts to control 

for demographic and socioeconomic factors and found that the effects of a quality teacher 

are “certainly large enough effects to have policy significance” (p. 253).  According to 

Sawchuk (2011), “Researchers have been unable to link a significant share of the 

variation in student achievement--as much as 25 percent--to any particular input.  Of the 

remaining share, attributable to what happens within school, researchers have linked most 

of that variation to teachers” ( p. 1).   

 Adding a layer of urgency to the teacher effect work are the more recent residual 

studies, which clearly revealed that “not only does teacher quality matter when it comes 

to how much students learn, but also that, for better or worse, a teacher’s effectiveness 

stays with students for years to come” (Wright et al., 1997, p. 63).  The outcome for 

students assigned to ineffective teachers for several years in a row is grim as the 

detrimental effect outweighs the positive effect of several effective teachers (Sanders & 

Rivers, 1996).  Kristof (2012) shared that “a very poor teacher has the same effect as a 

pupil missing 40 percent of the school year.” He went on to proclaim that “parents should 

pay a bad teacher $100,000 to retire (assuming the replacement is of average quality) 

because a weak teacher holds children back so much” (p. 1).  “Teacher effects appear to 

be additive and cumulative, and generally not compensatory” (Darling-Hammond, 2000, 

p. 2). 



 Texas Tech University, Kathryn Rollo, December 2013 

24 

“Today it is considered common knowledge that a classroom teacher is probably 

the single most powerful influence on student achievement that is within control of the 

educational system" (Marzano, 2010, p. 213).  Study after study has resulted in the 

similar conclusion that “individual teachers can have a profound influence on student 

learning even in schools that are relatively ineffective” (Marzano et al., 2001, p. 3).  

Individual teachers are the foundation upon which school improvement may be built.  

Improving Teacher Performance 

 The previous section verifies that, of the factors directly related to the school 

environment, teacher quality is the most significant in regard to student learning. 

Therefore, one may understandably infer that “if the skill of teachers in a building or 

district could be raised dramatically, student achievement would be expected to increase 

dramatically” (Marzano, 2010, p. 214).  Some may argue that the best way to provide 

high quality teachers is to proactively recruit and retain the best and brightest to the 

profession.  Kristof (2012) stated that there is an “essential answer: more good teachers.  

Or, to put it another way, fewer bad teachers.  The obvious policy solution is to pay for 

good teachers, more dismissals for weak teachers” (p. 2).  

As previously mentioned, one approach to recruiting and retaining the best 

teachers is through incentive pay.  However, the researcher wondered if this was the most 

practical way to provide quality teachers for every classroom.  First, incentive pay is 

based on the notion that there is an unlimited pool of teacher candidates who will accept 

and stay in teaching positions, even in the most challenging of schools and in the most 

rural of areas, if the pay is appealing.  Realistically, school leaders know this is not the 

case.  Baby-boomers’ retirements will “force school systems to hire up to a million new 
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teachers between now and 2014” (Green, 2010, p. 2).  With a growing need for new 

teachers, a limited pool of applicants, and a lack of reliability in funding sources for 

incentive programs, solely relying on incentive pay to increase student achievement is not 

practical. 

Others believe that another practical way to improve the quality of education is to 

dismiss ineffective teachers.  The researcher hypothesized that the vast majority of school 

leaders avoid getting rid of ineffective teachers, which may be related to a lack of 

instructional leadership.  Newsweek reported that in New York City in 2008, less than 

three of 30,000 teachers were dismissed for cause.  Between 2005 and 2008, Chicago 

released less than 0.1% of its teachers for ineffectiveness.  Akron and Denver fired 0%.  

“Many principals don’t even try to weed out the poor performers (or they transfer them to 

other schools in what’s been dubbed the ‘dance of the lemons’)” (Thomas & Wingert, 

2010, p. 2).  Many might be surprised to learn that the American Federation of Teachers 

and the National Education Association, two of the nation’s largest teacher organizations, 

have created models of not only performance improvement, but also appropriate teacher 

removal (Reeves, 2004, p. 86).  “Fundamentally, teachers want to be successful and they 

know that every incompetent teacher reflects badly on the entire profession” (Reeves, p. 

86).  Yet for largely unexplored reasons, principals rarely tackle a nonrenewal of a 

contract. 

The smarter and more realistic path to boosting student performance is to improve 

the quality of the teachers who are already teaching in schools.  Fullan and Hargreaves 

(2012) stated that “we need to concentrate on moving the entire profession forward 

instead of obsessing about extremes in the field by celebrating the stars and dismissing 
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the duds” (p. 32).  But, how does one go about such a feat?  Often, school leaders and 

parents refer to gifted teachers who just inherently know best practices and when to use 

them.  Many have questioned whether some are born with a talent to teach or can strong 

educators be cultivated and if so, how can this be done.  The researcher shares the 

fundamental view of Marzano (2010) and Darling-Hammond (2000) that teaching 

expertise can be built by helping teachers construct a strong pedagogical knowledge base 

and by providing opportunities for deliberate practice.  Marzano stated: “In addition to a 

well-articulated knowledge base, the second factor important to developing expert 

teachers is providing opportunities for deliberate practice.  Where a comprehensive 

knowledge of pedagogy is important to developing expertise, deliberate practice is the 

vehicle that transforms knowledge into behavior” (p. 232).  Looking at building teaching 

expertise through the lens of expanding knowledge and intentional practice required a 

review of professional development practices. 

Professional Development  

Professional development should be conceived as “ongoing and embedded in the 

process of developing and evaluating curriculum, instruction, and assessment” (DuFour, 

DuFour, & Eaker, 2008, p. 365).  Darling-Hammond (1995) believed that “an important 

part of staff development should include time – along with the resources of research, 

information, and expertise – for teachers to work together on the development and 

implementation of school changes” (p. 366).  Senge and Kofman (1995) described 

learning as an “on-the-job phenomenon” (p. 20).  School districts leading the way in 

professional development promote “learning in context – not just through workshops but 
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through daily interactions in culture designed for job embedded learning” (Fullan, 2005, 

p. 69). 

While there is a great deal of literature regarding quality professional learning, 

there is little that ties professional development to growth in student achievement.  Even 

high quality professional development in the traditional training model has minimal 

effect on student learning (Borko, 2004; Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Yoon, 

2001; Viadero, 2010).  While still prevalent in most professional development models, 

these types of sit and get workshops are the least likely way to impact instruction and 

student learning.  According to Goodlad (1983),  

This does not occur when teachers are drawn out of schools as individuals to 

engage willy-nilly in workshops and courses and are then returned to the isolation 

of their classrooms and a school culture where how and what one teaches are not 

matters for peer-group analysis, discussion and improvement. Teaching must be 

taken out of its cloak of privacy and autonomy to become the business of the 

entire school and staff. (p. 557) 

 

What is known about quality professional learning is not what is routinely 

practiced in the world of education.  As Reeves (2010) pointed out, a great deal of time 

and money are still used in ways that only engage the “ears and rears” of teachers with 

minimal results.  

Research over the last 20 years consistently articulated what constitutes quality 

professional development.  First, professional growth opportunities should extend over 

time instead of being offered as one-shot workshops (Garet et al., 2001; Loucks-Horsley, 

Hewson, Love, & Stiles, 1998).  Professional development planning should include 

strategic follow-up activities and conversations (Corcoran, 1995; Garet et al., 2001; Joyce 

& Showers, 1995).  Professional development should be job-embedded and directly 
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connected to the work of teaching, making it more meaningful to the adult learner 

(Ancess, 2000; Borko, 2004; Wood & Killian, 1998; Wood & McQuarrie, 1999). 

Professional development is more effective when it is content-specific and related to 

subject matter (Corcoran, 1995; Garet et al., 2001).  Effective professional development 

promotes self-reflection and inquiry, often including action research (Loucks-Horsley et 

al., 1998).  Professional development should include the use of multiple modalities of 

learning and should require active engagement (Garet et al., 2001; Joyce & Shower, 

1995).  When professional development is specifically tailored to the needs of a particular 

campus, grade level, and/or subject area, it is more likely to be considered effective 

(Corcoran, 1995; Garet et al., 2001).  Lastly, and most ironically, professional 

development should be based on performance data (Kazemi & Franke, 2003; McDonald, 

2001; Sparks, 1995).   

Professional Learning Communities 

One may contemplate what job-embedded learning looks like in a school.  The 

most beneficial learning activities might include “coaching, mentoring, observing, 

looking at student work, examining teacher practice, and participating in critical friends 

groups” (Easton, 2008, p. 755). “Educator study groups are one form of professional 

development that allows major stakeholders in the education process the autonomy to 

develop individual and group goals” (Herner-Patnode, 2009, p. 24).  The type of learning 

described often occurs in what is often referred to as professional learning communities, 

defined as “collaborative teams whose members work interdependently to achieve 

common goals linked to the purpose of learning for all” (DuFour et al., 2006, p. 3).   
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 DuFour et al. (2006) described effective Professional Learning Communities (or 

PLCs) as consistently exhibiting  six characteristics.  The first trait of a quality PLC is an 

intense focus on learning.  “The very essence of a learning community is a focus on and a 

commitment to the learning of each student” (DuFour et al., p. 3).  Secondly, PLCs are 

collaborative, which means that the members “work interdependently to achieve common 

goals” (p. 3).  Next, PLCs utilize collective inquiry into best practice and current reality, 

which “enables team members to develop new skills and capabilities that in turn lead to 

new experiences and awareness” (p. 4).  PLCs are also action oriented.  “They understand 

that the most powerful learning always occurs in a context of taking action, and they 

value engagement and experience as the most effective teachers” (p. 4).  Furthermore, 

PLCs are committed to continuous improvement, “creating conditions for perpetual 

learning” (p. 5).  Finally, members of a PLC “realize that all of their efforts must be 

assessed on the basis of results rather than intentions” (p. 5).   

As previously stated, Darling-Hammond (2000) and Marzano (2010) provided 

evidence that teachers can improve by building their knowledge base and intentionally 

practicing and reflecting on best practices.  The Professional Learning Community 

provides a structure to ensure that all teachers engage in job-embedded learning as part of 

their routine work.  Furthermore, the critical attributes of PLCs as outlined by DuFour et 

al. (2006) are in line with many of the conclusions drawn from the research previously 

reviewed.  Emerging research is beginning to reveal that well-developed PLCs help 

teachers improve their practice and increase student learning (Armstrong, 2012a; Vescio, 

Ross, & Adams, 2008).  Armstrong’s (2012a) case study on a high school with an 

evolving, improving PLC structure uncovered unprecedented improvement in student 
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passing rates in courses.  Vescio et al. (2008) reviewed studies of eleven schools with 

PLCs and the impact of them on teaching practices and student learning, concluding that 

well-developed PLCs are positively related to both.  

 The PLC is beginning to permeate the literature as the most promising tool for 

developing teachers.  McLaughlin and Talbert (2001) found that even in large 

comprehensive high schools, where faculties are known for their recalcitrance, 

departments that consistently worked in well-developed PLCs experienced greater job 

satisfaction and, more importantly, increased student achievement.  When surveyed, 

teachers reported that their greatest professional development need is “more time for 

working collaboratively with colleagues on plans aimed at student achievement” 

(Armstrong, 2012b, p. 1).  Saphier (2005) stated that “the success of our students is a 

joint responsibility, and when they succeed, it is to our joint credit and cumulative 

accomplishment” (Saphier, p. 28). 

Principal as an Instructional Leader 

Whether positive or negative, leadership has a deep impact on student learning 

and is indisputably significant (Goodlad, 1983; Louis et al., 2010).  Marshall (2005) 

shared that over time, outdated school systems have created “an emptiness in the 

professional relationship between teachers and school leaders” (p. 730).  Some have 

argued that, unlike other professions, few school leaders have the ability and/or 

willingness to monitor, critique, and confront when necessary (Elmore, 2000; Evans, 

1996).  Elmore (2000) claimed that despite the fact that instructional leadership is the 

buzz phrase in the field, “few administrators of any kind or at any level are directly 

involved in instruction” (p. 9).  Evans (1996) went so as far as to say that our processes 
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actually reveal that this hands-off of instruction approach is actually valued.  He stated, 

"Principals are untrained for leading instructional change.  They have been socialized to 

be maintainers. . . . Almost everything one learns as a principal reinforces the old 

congressional saw: to get along, go along” (p. 203).   

As previously revealed, the vast majority of school leaders avoid getting rid of 

ineffective teachers, which may be related to a lack of instructional leadership.  Rather 

than removing ineffective teachers, some principals are attempting to build effective 

teachers and to create a healthy relationship between teacher and principal.  Fullan (2008) 

began his Six Secrets of Change with a chapter entitled Love Your Employees.  He stated, 

“One of the ways you love your employees is by creating the conditions for them to 

succeed” (Fullan, 2008, p. 25).  Whitaker (2003) shared that “great principals focus on 

students---by focusing on teachers” (p. 35).  Recent studies defined what Fullan and 

Whitaker proclaimed by revealing that the most effective school leaders are not 

necessarily directly involved with instruction, but improve instruction in other crucial 

ways (Grissom & Loeb, 2009; Horng & Loeb, 2010; Louis et al., 2010).  These studies 

revealed that rather than narrowly focusing on classroom instruction, effective leaders 

primarily improve student learning by motivating teachers and creating positive work 

environments.  “Effective organizational managers strategically hire, support, and retain 

good teachers while developing or removing less effective ones” (Horng & Loeb, 2010, 

p. 67).  In other words, this new research indicated that successful school leaders are 

more focused on creating structures and cultures that promote achievement than on 

serving as instructional sages.  City (2013) asserted that “resourceful leaders invest in 



 Texas Tech University, Kathryn Rollo, December 2013 

32 

people through hiring and staffing, professional development, and supervision and 

evaluation” (p. 11). 

Reeves (2006) stated that three categories of leadership behavior lead to student 

achievement: inquiry, implementation, and monitoring.  The following segments 

synthesize instructional leadership literature related to these three areas through the lens 

of teacher improvement. 

Inquiry 

 Reeves (2006) defined inquiry as “the degree to which leaders correctly analyze 

underlying causes of deficiencies and successes in student achievement and equity” (p. 

xxiii).  Black and Wiliam (1998) shared, “How can anyone be sure that a particular set of 

new inputs will produce better outputs if we don’t at least study what happens inside?” 

(p. 139).  Unfortunately, many school leaders practice deliberate indifference by 

continually looking out the window and blaming low student achievement on factors 

outside of the school, instead of looking in the mirror at contributing practices and beliefs 

within the school.  Dweck (2007) referred to these leaders as having a “fixed mindset,” 

believing that inquiring into practice does not matter, and that everyone, including the 

adults in the school, is doing the best that they can with their given circumstances.  

Elmore (2006) referred to this as a "buffer" (p. 6).  Schmoker (2006) discussed “the 

buffer” as a protective barrier common in schools that actually refutes inquiry.  He stated: 

The buffer prevents communities and school boards from knowing what or how 

well teachers teach, and from knowing how well (or if at all) leaders supervise 

instruction.  In turn, the buffer ensures that building principals know very little 

about what teachers teach, or how well they teach. And yet these are the primary 

factors that affect everything dear to us: learning, and equal educational and life 

opportunities.  The buffer operates at several different levels and with devastating 

consequences: it prevents teachers from knowing what or how well they or their 
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colleagues teach.  It deprives them of any meaningful frame of reference and 

discourages them from learning from each other.  (pp. 13-14) 

 

 Reeves (2006) validated the importance of inquiry by sharing the results of the 

PIM (Planning, Implementation, and Monitoring) study conducted in Clark County, 

Nevada, a community with over 280,000 students from extremely diverse backgrounds.  

In the PIM study, schools with leadership teams characterized as low inquiry (indicating 

that the leaders theorized that student achievement was caused by student demographic 

characteristics), yielded an average of 43.6% students passing on assessments.  

Conversely, high inquiry leadership teams (consisting of leaders who take full 

responsibility for the achievement of their students) realized achievement scores 

averaging 64.8%. 

 Leaders create cultures of inquiry only when they build relationships through 

trust.  According to Reeves (2006), relational leaders “listen to their colleagues without 

interrupting or prejudging their statements,” they “respect confidences,” they “practice 

empathy through deliberate inquiry,” and they “exhibit genuine passion for their mission 

and the people around them” (pp. 41-42).  Based on a study conducted by Kounzes and 

Posner (1987), Lezotte and Snyder (2011) proclaimed that “trust is the cornerstone of 

effective and sustainable leadership and change” and that cornerstone consists of clear, 

consistent, real, and honest communication.  “Leaders can use vision to build trust rather 

than break it if they are willing to let their rhetoric give way to reality and allow their 

vision to become a blueprint rather than a public relations balcony” (Reeves, p. 36).  

 Relationships that are built through the hundreds of daily formal and informal 

interactions between teachers and principals open the doorway to trust.  And only through 
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trust will teachers be willing to face vulnerability and examine their own work, either 

individually or collectively, for evidence of problems of practice. 

 However, experiencing inquiry in teams may be more advantageous.  As 

previously stated in the Professional Development section of this review, the PLC model 

is the most promising in terms of adult learning.  As teams learn more about their work 

and how it effects student learning, trends in problems of practice tend to emerge and the 

need for finding solutions to those problems arises.  Learning communities “encourage 

teachers to recognize and share the best of what they already know” (Schmoker, 2006, p. 

109).  “Collective inquiry enables team members to develop new skills and capabilities 

that in turn lead to new experiences and awareness” (DuFour et al., 2006, p. 4).  

Principals who support PLC structures are developing professionals with shared 

knowledge on teaching and learning. 

Implementation 

 Implementation is defined by Reeves (2006) as “the degree to which the specific 

elements of school improvement processes are implemented at the student and classroom 

levels” (p. xxiii).  As teachers become more comfortable working within the buffer, they 

seek solutions to the problems they discover.  As previously noted, the researcher shares 

the fundamental view of Marzano (2010) and Darling-Hammond (2000) that teaching 

expertise can be built by helping teachers construct a strong pedagogical knowledge base 

and by providing opportunities for deliberate practice.  As teachers seek solutions to 

problems of practice, either from their colleagues or from research on best practices, they 

increase their knowledge base. 
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 By itself, teachers’ knowledge does not improve student learning.  Knowledge 

must serve as a catalyst for deliberate action.  “Learning by doing develops a deeper and 

more profound knowledge and greater commitment than learning by reading, listening, 

planning, or thinking” (DuFour et al., 2006, p. 4).  “Even ‘research-based strategies’ are 

like raw material: of very limited value until they are intelligently integrated in context” 

(Schmoker, 2006, p. 117).  While deliberate practice and reflection can be stressful and 

time-consuming, it is far more productive than the practice-free environment of 

conferences and workshops (Reeves, 2010).  Leaders are wise to cultivate, recognize, and 

reward teachers who purposefully investigate and experiment with teaching strategies and 

reflect on the outcomes. 

 When principals encourage strong PLCs, teachers are provided opportunities to 

not only learn and practice new strategies, but also have “collective follow-up, 

assessment, and adjustment of instruction” (Schmoker, 2006, p. 109).  The learning 

community serves as a structure for collaboration and experimentation.  When teams of 

teachers overwhelmingly favor the adoption of effective practices and the rejection of 

ineffective, current practices, true school improvement occurs. 

Monitoring 

Reeves (2006) stated that monitoring is “the degree to which the implementation 

and frequency of an initiative is strongly associated with improvement” (p. xxiv).  He 

distinguished between “appropriate and insightful” monitoring and compliance auditing 

(p. xxiv).  Insightful monitoring does not mean that the principal must know everything 

regarding curriculum and instruction.  “Rather, leaders must be the architects of systems 

and schedules that lead to professional learning” (Reeves, 2010, p. 70). 
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 In his studies of highly effective principals, Bambrick-Santoyo (2012) discovered 

that giving frequent feedback to teachers produces results in student learning.  However, 

he specifically outlined the critical attributes of effective feedback.  “Teacher feedback is 

not about the volume of observations or the length of written feedback; it’s about bite-

sized action steps that allow a teacher to grow systemically from novice to proficient to 

master teacher” (Bambrick-Santoyo, p. 61). 

 “One of the more dubious practices in U.S. schools is administrators dropping 

into classrooms with clipboards, laptops, or iPads, filling out checklists or rubrics, and 

sending them to teachers without any human contact” (Marshall, 2012, p. 21).  

Essentially, “effective observation and feedback isn’t about evaluation--it’s about 

coaching” (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2012, p. 63).  Using valuable coaching strategies, 

principals can lead teachers to make multiple small incremental changes that add up to 

extraordinary change.  According to Bambrick-Santoyo, a powerful coaching session 

includes precise praise; probing with open-ended questions; leading the teacher to 

identify a problem of practice and a concrete, bite-sized action step; practice in the form 

of role-play or simulation; planning an upcoming lesson; and setting a timeline.  Effective 

principals who serve as coaches, not evaluators, can increase the rate of teacher growth 

exponentially.  “By receiving weekly observations and feedback, a teacher develops as 

much in one year as most teachers do in twenty” (Bambrick-Santoyo, p. 61). 

Leading Teacher Improvement 

 To do the work that will improve teachers and, therefore, improve the quality of 

education for students, principals must make certain that the leadership behaviors 

described above truly make up the majority of their work time.  The Urban Institute 
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recently conducted a study that examined the day-to-day practice of 65 principals in 

Miami.  It discovered that “the most important work in the building--the most important 

work in our society, you could argue--went unmanaged 94% of the time in the face of a 

thousand secondary tasks and petty distractions” (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2012, p. xxii).  In 

Bambrick-Santoyo’s own study of extraordinary principals, he identified “levers of 

leadership”(p. 9) that took schools from good to great. 

The overwhelming conclusion was this: each of the leaders leveraged more out of 

each minute of the day.  They carefully and intentionally chose the actions that 

have the biggest impact on student learning--and they avoided those actions that 

don’t.  More specifically, they leveraged feedback and time for practice to 

transform teaching and learning.  None of their practices was revolutionary in its 

own right: success was a result of the combination of and precision with which 

they implemented them.  (p. 6)  

 

Reeves (2006) called this prioritizing moving from “frantic to focused.”  “Focused 

leaders engage in daily disciplines that maximize their energy, bringing the highest level 

of concentrated effort on the challenges that are most important” (p. 167).  If leaders want 

to facilitate teacher growth, they must not let the urgent work overtake the important 

work. 

A principal cannot focus on leading growth if he/she serves as the only leader in 

the school.  Effective principals distribute leadership across the school.  In addition to 

freeing up time for principals to focus on the important work, a distributive leadership 

model “secures staff members’ full participation in the school’s decision-making 

processes, promotes meaningful collaboration and harmonious work relations, generates 

passion for accomplishing goals, and boosts student and teacher productivity” 

(Natsiopoulou & Giouroukakis, 2010, para. 2).  “If we are serious about better schools, 

we must be as bottom-up as possible and as top-down as necessary” (Evans, 1996, p. 
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245).  “In today’s world, strong leaders cannot be autocratic.  Effective leaders establish 

cultures where all stakeholders are personally invested in the school, creating a legacy of 

their leadership by maximizing the capacity of teachers to continue school improvement 

processes even after these leaders are gone” (Barker, 2013, p. 3). 

Measuring Teacher Effectiveness with Value-Added Data 

 As stated in Chapter I, American schools have traditionally focused on process 

rather than product (Davenport, 2009).  In other words, the architects of schools designed 

a system, hired teachers and administrators to put in it, pushed students through it, and 

considered that a success.  This model has not fulfilled the requirements of the last 

decade and its focus on outcomes in the form of high stakes assessments.  The problem 

with relying solely on achievement scores is that, even after years of efforts to close the 

gap between students from different socioeconomic backgrounds, achievement remains 

strongly related to a student’s financial situation (Kennedy et al., 2012; Parrett & Budge, 

2012).  In other words, when schools only analyze passing rates on achievement tests, we 

are not necessarily getting a true picture of the school’s effect on students’ learning. 

The Emergence of Value-Added Data 

 One potential answer to the dilemma described above “comes in the form of a 

relatively recent innovation in education: value-added analysis” (Kennedy et al., 2012, p. 

xv).  Value-added analysis is defined as “a progress metric that estimates teachers’, 

schools’, and districts’ impact on students’ academic performance over time” (Kennedy 

et al., p. xv).  “By conducting a robust statistical analysis of longitudinal test data, it is 

now possible to reliably estimate the contribution of a district, a school, or even 

individual teachers on the academic gains of students.  For the first time, many educators 
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have a reasonably reliable measure of productivity” (Kennedy et al., 2012, p. xv).  While 

based on snapshot achievement test data, which directly correlate to students’ 

socioeconomic status, “students from poor families are as likely to have good value-

added gains as students from wealthier families” (Kennedy et al., p. 4), and state-wide 

correlational studies in Ohio and Tennessee support this claim (Kennedy et al.).  

Focusing on student growth “is a better approach and sends the right message to 

educators” because “schools should accept students wherever they start when they walk 

in the door and the school’s mission should be to help students learn as much as possible 

from that starting point” (Harris, 2011, p. 61). 

 According to Kennedy et al. (2012), at least 16 states are using some form of 

value-added analysis, with North Carolina, Ohio, Tennessee, and Pennsylvania providing 

consistent value-added reports statewide.  In addition, several large districts throughout 

the country produce value-added reports, including Los Angeles, San Diego, New York 

City, Washington D.C., Houston, and Fort Worth.  The use of value-added data is a 

requirement of the Race to the Top winners, and it is also strongly supported by large 

funding entities, such as the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation.  The use of value-added 

data is growing at an exponential rate, and this is most likely due to the fact that it “links 

teacher practice to student growth and can potentially be used to identify and reward 

effective teachers and schools, as well as inform teachers and principals on how they can 

improve their practices” (Kennedy et al., p. xvii).  Harris (2011) predicted that “value-

added will soon be required by the federal government for evaluating whole schools” (p. 

10).  “Without question, value-added measures are here to stay” (Paige, 2012, p. 32). 
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Critics of Value-Added Measures 

This new perspective of evaluating teaching and learning is not without its critics.  

U. S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan’s promotion of value-added education through 

his Race to the Top grants may be “thrown under the bus by powerful teachers’ unions 

that view reforms more for how they affect pay and job security than whether they 

improve student learning” (Davenport, 2009).  The criticism of value-added analysis 

generally falls into two categories: value-added measures are imperfect and they are often 

misused.  The researcher submits that both of these concerns are valid.  

Some studies support the notion that value-added measures are not a perfect tool 

for determining teacher effectiveness.  Darling-Hammond, Amrein-Beardsley, Haertel, 

and Rothstein (2012) stated, “Teacher effectiveness ratings differ substantially from class 

to class and from year to year, as well as from one statistical model to the next” (p. 9).  

The authors also concluded that “value-added measures can’t disentangle the many 

influences on student progress” (p. 10).  Harris (2011) revealed concerns with teacher-

level reports.  “Compared with school value-added, teacher value-added probably suffers 

from greater statistical errors” (Harris, p. 125).  Paige (2012) warned that “the statistical 

validity issues surrounding VAM (e.g., the question as to whether it can truly measure a 

teacher’s effectiveness on student growth) could potentially frustrate a district’s decision 

to terminate a tenured teacher” (p. 31).  Despite evident imperfections in value-added 

measures, using them “to evaluate teachers would be better than what we do (or are 

considering) today by leaps and bounds” (Ritter & Shuls, 2012, p. 36).  

Some question the reliability of the statistical models used to produce the data, but 

most of the controversy is based more on how value-added data are used in high stakes 
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situations (Gorard, 2008; Martineau, 2006; Sammons & Luyten, 2009).  Harris (2011)  

shared that “there are dozens of ways that value-added measures can be used.  One of the 

most important distinctions is between low-stakes uses like creating professional 

development plans for teachers and high-stakes uses like tenure and compensation 

decisions” (p. 161).  He discussed the controversial high-stakes issue that emerged when 

the Los Angeles Times published the individual teacher effectiveness scores for every 

teacher in the district.  “Placing teacher performance measures on public websites will do 

more to wreak havoc than help students” (Harris, p. 2).  One must keep in mind that 

value-added measures are based on the bell curve, which means that no matter how 

incredibly effective a pool of teachers may be, the majority will be considered average, 

and there will be some teachers at the top and some at the bottom (Harris, 2011;  

Kennedy et al., 2012).  This fact should serve as a warning to those using value-added 

measures as the sole determination of a teacher’s worth.  When used for the purpose of 

measuring student growth, value-added data can add a new dimension to understanding 

student learning.  

 Funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the MET (Measures of 

Effective Teaching) Project focused on the practice and outcomes of approximately 3,000 

teachers throughout the United States.  Although a conclusion drawn by the researchers 

in the study was that no single measure can capture the complexity of teaching and 

learning, the study revealed that the use of value-added analysis is more accurate than 

any other single measure in predicting success over the course of a teacher’s career.  

However, the researchers, who also utilized student perception surveys and classroom 

observations, stated that “the challenge is to combine measures in ways that support 



 Texas Tech University, Kathryn Rollo, December 2013 

42 

effective teaching while avoiding such unintended consequences as too-narrow a focus 

on one aspect of effective teaching” (MET Project, p. 10).   

Highly Effective Teacher Study 

 Battelle for Kids, a non-profit organization committed to providing counsel and 

solutions to improving educator effectiveness, has been conducting an ongoing study on 

highly effective teachers.  For the purposes of the study, highly effective teachers are 

defined as teachers with statistically significant high value-added teacher effectiveness 

scores for two or more years (Kennedy et al., 2012).  “Our work with districts has 

enabled us to identify teachers who consistently make huge student gains each year with 

different groups of students.  Repeated conversations and interviews with these teachers 

using appreciative inquiry strategies have yielded several resolutions” (Kennedy et al., p. 

156).  Interestingly, what Battelle for Kids has discovered thus far is that “effective 

teachers are able to build relationships with students, expect productivity, and have 

classroom management structures to maintain discipline, while knowing when to be 

flexible enough for teachable moments” (Kennedy et al., p. 156).  Furthermore, “great 

teaching appears to be a series of moves over time that take the movie as opposed to 

individual still shots.  It’s a process” (Kennedy et al., p. 156).  This study has already 

involved a large number of highly effective teachers in Houston, Fort Worth, Lubbock, 

the state of Ohio, and the state of Tennessee, and Battelle for Kids plans to engage in 

more inquiry as value-added data grow in use.  

 Although Kennedy et al. (2012) indicated that the study mentioned above 

provides opportunities to identify highly effective teachers, learn from them, and use the 

information to help other teachers get better, the researcher did not discover any studies 
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that directly related to how teachers use value-added data to improve their practice.  This 

study explored this phenomenon by answering the following question: In what ways did 

teachers who improved in their value-added effectiveness understand and use the teacher 

effectiveness data to inform instruction?   

The Leadership for Learning Framework 

 As stated in Chapter I, the purpose of this study was to explore how and why 

teachers improved in their practice as measured by their value-added teacher 

effectiveness scores and what role the campus principal played in that documented 

growth.  Additionally, this study sought to determine if teachers’ knowledge and 

understanding of their effectiveness scores served as a factor in increasing effectiveness.  

The Leadership for Learning Framework (Reeves, 2006) served as a tool for guiding this 

work. 

 Kennedy et al. (2012) used a modified version of the Leadership for Learning 

Framework for their work with value-added data.  They retained Reeves’s (2006) four 

quadrant headings of losing, learning, lucky, and leading (see Figure 2.1) but changed the 

axis titles to achievement and growth.  In addition, they applied the framework to schools 

and programs rather than individual teachers.  For example, a leading school is one with 

high achievement scores and high value-added progress scores, which is the most 

desirable environment.  On the other hand, a losing school, with low achievement scores 

and low value-added progress scores, is miserably failing students.  Lucky schools have 

high achievement, but low value-added, scores.  These schools may experience high 

passing rates on assessments, but they are making less than expected progress with 

students.  According to Kennedy et al., these schools are often more affluent, with 
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students succeeding in spite of the school because of external factors such as parental 

education levels.   

 Lastly, the learning school is one with high value-added progress scores, but low 

achievement scores.  These schools are beginning to close the gap as they help students 

progress more than an expected amount over a year’s time even though they are not quite 

to the passing point yet.  Kennedy et al. (2012) proclaimed that the matrix “provides a 

clear picture of how schools or programs are really doing” (p. 14).  The authors believed 

that “although it is important and necessary to hold all students to meeting proficiency 

standards, it is equally important for educators to ensure that all students--low and high 

achieving alike--are growing academically each year and maximizing their potential for 

growth” (p. 15). 

  

Figure 2.1.  The Leadership for Learning Framework 

Source “The Learning Leader” by D. B. Reeves, 2006, p. xx.  Reprinted with permission 

from the author.  
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 Reeves (2006) actually applied his own framework in an intriguing way by using 

it as the foundation for his Leadership Map.  “Building on the Leadership for Learning 

Framework, the Leadership Map contains a series of nodes that are result plots on a 

coordination grid.  The vertical axis represents student achievement, with values ranging 

from 0 to 100 percent of students successful” (Reeves, p. 134).  “The horizontal axis of 

the Leadership Map represents the effectiveness of a strategy that is employed by the 

school to meet a particular objective” (Reeves, p. 137).   

By plotting all of the implemented research-based strategies (with correlation 

scores between -1 and 1) on the map where they fall in relationship to actual student 

achievement scores, principals can determine in which quadrant their school is operating.  

Furthermore, Reeves (2006) provided a tool for school leaders to interpret their 

leadership map.  Cluster patterns may emerge in any one of the four quadrants (see 

Figure 2.1 for descriptions of the quadrants).  However, leaders may notice a continuum 

pattern “in which nodes form a link between two quadrants of the map” (Reeves, p. 148).  

Schools with nodes in both leading and learning are labeled as “resilient” (Reeves, p. 

148)  “The leader, faculty, and students have clear evidence that the work is starting to 

pay off” (Reeves, p. 149).  When nodes are connected in the losing and learning 

quadrants, a continuum that every turnaround school experiences, the school is called 

“challenge” (Reeves, p. 149)  “They learn that there are no silver bullets or any 

immediate fixes to school reform” (Reeves, p. 149).  The last continuum that Reeves 

discussed is the “victim” pattern, which exists when the nodes are connected in lucky and 

losing quadrants.  “The victim culture is heavy on blame and light on personal 

responsibility” (Reeves, p. 151).   
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Reeves (2006) also shared the possibility of scattered or distributed nodes where 

no pattern exists, and he referred to this phenomenon as “islands of excellence” (p. 155).  

He stated, “Finding patterns in apparently unconnected characteristics is at the heart of 

the Leadership Map that displays islands of excellence.  Some real sleuthing is required 

because the excellence may be deeply buried amid the prevailing mediocre, negligent, 

ineffective, and counter-productive leadership and teaching practices” (Reeves, p. 155).  

Reeves contended that the answers to the lingering questions regarding how to improve 

schools exist within these islands of excellence.   

For the purposes of this study, the researcher elected to utilize Reeves’s 

framework as he originally intended.  Achievement of Results, the vertical axis, represents 

the level of achievement on any measure used in schools, whether that is student 

achievement test scores, grades, or value-added data.  On the horizontal axis are the 

Antecedents of Excellence, which Reeves (2006) defined as “those observable qualities in 

leadership, curriculum, parental engagement, and other indicators that assist in 

understanding how results are achieved” (p. xix).   

 “Even the best assessment and evaluation system is useless if teachers and school 

leaders do not use it to improve practice, and a commitment to practical utility at the 

classroom and school level” is at the heart of improvement (Reeves, 2010, p. ix).  

Understanding the antecedents that move teachers to the leading quadrant is important to 

replicating and continuing their professional growth.  Steele (2009) stated that “teachers 

leave their unaware state when they are introduced to new information and begin to 

comprehend it” (p. 2).   
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 In the daily work of teaching students, improving teachers may or may not engage 

in reflection of what they are doing that is enhancing student learning.  Theoretically, the 

participants of the study fell in the lucky or leading quadrants as they had documented 

improvement in value-added teacher effectiveness scores.  The question remained 

unanswered as to how and why this growth had occurred.  The researcher hoped for the 

“optimal combination of high results and deep understanding of the antecedents of 

excellence” knowing full well that that may not have been the case (Reeves, 2010, p. 6).  

Successful teachers could just have been lucky.  But, at the very least, the researcher 

believed the study would provide an opportunity for each teacher to reflect and build 

awareness of the factors that possibly led to growth in effectiveness scores. 

Summary 

 This chapter served to contextualize the proposed study by reviewing literature 

surrounding teacher improvement.  First, the researcher highlighted studies that provide 

hope that teachers do matter when it comes to giving every child an equal life chance.  

Next, literature regarding how teachers improve their practice was shared, with a specific 

focus on what constitutes quality professional development.  The Professional Learning 

Community was emphasized as a promising development model.  The literature 

concerning the role of the principal in promoting teacher growth was synthesized, with 

attention paid to effective leadership behaviors.  This section was followed by a review of 

the work around the emerging and growing use of value-added measures.  The chapter 

concluded with information about the Leadership for Learning Framework (Reeves, 

2006). 
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CHAPTER III 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this study was to explore how and why teachers improve in their 

practice as measured by their value-added teacher effectiveness scores and what role the 

campus principal played in that documented growth.  Additionally, this study sought to 

determine if teachers’ knowledge and understanding of their scores served as factors in 

increasing effectiveness. 

Research Questions 

 Four research questions guided this study: 

1. What changes did teachers who improved in their value-added effectiveness 

scores make in their instructional practice? 

2. What professional learning facilitated the changes in instructional practice 

made by the teachers? 

3. What role did principals have in the professional growth of the teachers who 

improved in their value-added effectiveness? 

4. In what ways did teachers who improved in their value-added effectiveness 

use the data to inform instruction? 

 This chapter outlines the methodology of the study.  First, the researcher justifies 

answering the research questions using a qualitative research approach, describes the 

research design, and offers the rationale for the design.  Second, the researcher provides 

contextual information about the school district in which the study was conducted, 

including its history with the use of value-added data.  Next are descriptions of the 

selection of participants and invitation process, followed by the plan that was made for 
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collecting data through interviews.  Last, the researcher shares how the data were 

analyzed and managed as well as how trustworthiness and transferability were ensured.   

Rationale for Qualitative Study 

 Value-added data, defined as the “estimated contributions to student test scores 

made by educators,” is derived through a complex quantitative analysis (Harris, 2011, p. 

2).  These data provide a new dimension of accountability for districts, schools, and 

teachers.  Value-added measures in and of themselves are summative.  However, “a 

summative evaluation without a formative one provides an incentive but no path” (Harris, 

p. 2). 

 This study serves as a way to couple archival quantitative value-added data with 

rich qualitative information, allowing the quantitative data to serve in a formative 

manner.  Harris (2011) stated: 

Value-added measures provide summative assessments of teacher performance--

they indicate whether teachers are high-performers, in terms of one important 

student outcome.  But value-added is often criticized for not providing 

information about how educators can improve.  This is a legitimate point, but no 

single measure can fulfill formative and summative functions very well.  For this 

reason, any use of value-added especially for individual teachers, should be 

coupled with observational information from school principals or peer assessors 

that includes information about areas of weakness.  (p. 218). 

 

Complementing previously obtained quantitative data, this qualitative study  provided a 

path for using that data in a way that informs teacher, and ultimately, school 

improvement. 

 “Qualitative research is suited to promote a deep understanding of a social setting 

or activity as viewed from the perspective of the research participants” (Bloomberg & 

Volpe, p. 27).  As noted in Chapter II, the factors surrounding teacher improvement are 
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complex and often based on unreliable or invalid data sources.  Because the research 

questions of this study aimed to comprehend aspects of how and why teachers improve 

their value-added effectiveness score, a qualitative approach provided the vast amount 

and type of data needed for a thorough thematic analysis. 

Research Design 

 This study was based on a collective case study research design.  (Bloomberg & 

Volpe, 2012; Glesne, 2006).  Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) defined collective case study 

as multiple case studies that “illustrate an issue” (p. 31).  Furthermore, they stated that 

“data collection in case study research is typically extensive, and draws upon multiple 

methods of data collection” (p. 31).  In this study, the researcher selected potential 

participants by reviewing Individual Teacher Value-Added reports.  Teachers with three 

consecutive years of improving data were invited to participate in individual interviews.  

Because two methods of data, Individual Teacher Value-Added reports and interview 

data from multiple teachers, were utilized, the collective case study design was an 

appropriate design.   

 Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) stated, “When multiple cases are examined, the 

typical analytic strategy is to provide detailed description of themes within each case 

(within-case analysis), followed by thematic analysis across cases (cross-case analysis)” 

(p. 31).  Drawing upon the data collected from multiple interviews, the analysis phase of 

this research followed this premise.  In order to fully address the research questions and 

facilitate transferability, the researcher considered both within-case and cross-case 

analysis crucial to this study. 
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 Figure 3.1 provides a visual diagram depicting the collective case study research 

design as it was applied to this study.  

  

 

Figure 3.1.  Collective Case Study Research Process 

Context of the Study 

Basic Information 

Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) stated, “Lewin’s (1935) fundamental proposition is 

that human behavior is a function of the interaction of the person and the environment” 

(p. 105).  Therefore, a description of the context of this study is in order.  The 

participating public urban school district in West Texas serves approximately 30,000 

REVIEW DATA 

• Three years of data? 

•Effectiveness score increases each year? 

•Invite participants to the study 

INTERVIEWS 

•What changes did they make to their instructional practice? 

•What professional learning facilitated these changes? 

•What role did principals play in the professional growth? 

•How did these teachers use their value-added data to inform their 
practice? 

ANALYSIS, 
FINDINGS, 

CONCLUSIONS 

•Within each case 

•Across cases 
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students in 35 elementary schools, 9 middle schools, 4 high schools, an all-girls’ school 

for middle and high school students, 2 special purposes campuses, and 3 alternative 

campuses.  Of the students, 56.3% were Hispanic, 30.6% were Anglo/Other, and 13.2% 

were African-American.  The district employs approximately 3,300 employees, with 

almost 2,000 of those being instructional staff (Lubbock ISD website).  As an employee 

of the district for 25 years, the researcher was knowledgeable of other prevalent 

contextual information, which is revealed below. 

Changing Demographics  

 Similar to other West Texas districts, this district has experienced large shifts in 

the demographics of its student population in recent years, most evident with the increase 

in students living in poverty, the increase in Hispanic and African-American students, 

and the decrease of Anglo students.  Teal (2012), whose study also focused on West 

Texas, shared that “the economically disadvantaged student population has been 

increasing and, therefore, creating challenges for the principal and teachers as they seek 

to meet the needs of a more diverse population” (p. ix).  Of the district’s students, 65.3% 

were identified as Low Socioeconomic Status as compared to 54.4% ten years before 

(Lubbock ISD 2002 and 2012 AEIS Reports). 

New District-Level Leadership 

 Amidst a rapidly changing community, this district also had experienced a major 

change in leadership.  A new superintendent was hired in the summer of 2009, and one of 

her first steps was to reform the district leadership structure.  Job titles and descriptions 

were altered, and the majority of the cabinet level positions were replaced with new 

people, some from within the district and some from other districts.  The new team was 
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faced with the daunting task of creating a culture of high expectations for all students in a 

district that consistently scored below the state in most tested areas (AEIS, 2009). 

Instructional Initiatives 

 Between 2009 and 2013, many instructional initiatives were implemented as part 

of the leadership team’s plan for tackling low achievement.  The district adopted a new 

K-12 aligned curriculum to ensure that all students had equal access to the state mandated 

learning objectives.  With support from a grant, the district trained teachers to more 

effectively teach students in advanced academic courses in middle school and high school 

and significantly increased the number of students enrolled in these courses.  

Furthermore, in 2012 the district began a three-year partnership with a large non-profit 

organization committed to supporting public schools.  The relationship has resulted in an 

unprecedented level of professional development and leadership coaching.  Two large 

grants, one focused on middle and high school math and one on literacy, have also 

provided a new level of professional learning through feedback and coaching.  Without 

doubt, teaching and learning have been at the forefront of all district work since 2009.  

Renewed University Partnership 

  Along with these instructional changes, the district has developed a renewed 

partnership with Texas Tech University.  Working closely with the district, the university 

has reformed its teacher preparation program and is in the process of transforming the 

principal development program.  The math grant previously mentioned has opened 

channels between the education department, the math department, and the schools, 

resulting in exceptional levels of teacher development through specific, rubric-based 

feedback.  
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Professional Development 

 Prior to 2009, the district did not have a professional development department.  

However, one of the roles created by the new superintendent was that of Executive 

Director of Professional Development.  To build the capacity of campuses to provide 

relevant and focused professional learning, the district transformed the traditional 

department chairperson, whose duties were more administrative in nature, to content-

based Campus Academic Leaders, who lead professional learning communities and other 

professional development activities on their campuses.  Another addition in the area of 

professional development is an annual Summer Leadership Institute, which began in 

2010.  Each summer, 600 district and campus administrators and teacher leaders gather 

for three days of intense professional learning focused on leading school improvement.  

Use of Value-Added Data 

 As stated in Chapter II, the use of value-added data is rapidly increasing across 

the country, and this district joined the movement in 2009.  The district contracted with 

SAS EVAAS to run the statistical analysis and Battelle for Kids to assist with the 

communication and training surrounding this new measure.  A core team of district and 

campus leaders was trained first to provide campus-level support as needed.  An online 

set of courses, which are designed to teach all aspects of value-added data, was made 

available to all staff.  Although the courses were not mandated, schools were recognized 

when 100% of the teachers had completed them.  The courses remain available to new 

staff and for staff who have already completed them to review as needed. 

 One of the online courses available to teachers is dedicated to reading and 

interpreting an individual teacher report.  The first teacher-level reports were available in 
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2010.  Principals were trained on how to conference with individual teachers about their 

reports and how to use them to identify areas of strength and weakness.  It is important to 

note that the individual teacher-level data are not part of a teacher’s evaluation.  

Furthermore, while the district has a financial award program that is partially based on 

school and content area value-added data, the individual teacher-level data are not 

included in the model.  Instead, grade-level and content area value-added data, which are 

usually a combination of the scores of multiple teachers, are used to determine award 

recipients.  Therefore, except for limited anecdotal information, teachers’ knowledge and 

use of this data is unknown to the researcher. 

Data Sources 

 To address the research questions, two data sources were utilized.  These are 

2010, 2011, and 2012 individual teacher-level value-added reports and individual 

interviews with teachers with three years of value-added data and increasing scores.  

Before conducting the study the researcher submitted this study to the Human Research 

Protection Program at the university for approval.  See Appendix A for the final letter 

granting approval.  

Individual Teacher-Level Reports 

 The individual teacher-level value-added reports utilized in the school district are 

produced by SAS EVAAS teacher MRM and are available on a secure portal on the 

district’s main website.  This report includes the measure of teacher effectiveness, a 

measure of “relative growth that a teacher produces over a school year,” as compared to 

the average growth produced by the average teacher across the district (Kennedy et al., 
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2012, p. 98).  While the validity of this measure is an assumption of this study, the 

following description serves to justify this assumption:  

Because teacher effects are treated as random effects in the EVAAS teacher 

MRM, their estimates are obtained by shrinkage estimation, technically known as 

best linear unbiased prediction or as empirical Bayesian estimation.  This means 

that a priori a teacher is considered to be “average” (with a teacher effect of zero) 

until there is sufficient student data to indicate otherwise.  This method of 

estimation protects against false positives (teachers incorrectly evaluated as 

effective) and false negatives (teachers incorrectly evaluated as ineffective), 

particularly in the case of teachers with few students.  (Wright et al., 2010, p. 9) 

 

 Another critical feature of this report is disaggregated information about the 

growth patterns of student groups according to their prior performance levels.  In other 

words, the report reveals the growth the teacher made with the low, medium, and high 

performing students.  This information has the potential to help “teachers determine the 

groups with whom they have been most successful” (Kennedy et al., 2012, p. 100).  

 In order to obtain an effectiveness score, teachers participate in the roster 

verification process at the end of each school year.  Teachers link their students with the 

level of instruction they provide.  For example, if a student moved into a teacher’s 

classroom halfway through the year, then the teacher would claim 50% responsibility for 

the instruction of that student.  If a student was directly taught math by two teachers, such 

as in a true co-teach situation, then each teacher would claim 50% responsibility.  The 

principal verifies that the teachers’ reporting accurately reflects the instruction occurring 

in his/her school. 

 The actual score that appears on the report must be interpreted.  Appendix B is a 

sample of two value-added reports.  A value-added teacher effectiveness score of zero 

represents expected academic growth of students using the State of Texas Assessment of 
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Academic Readiness (STAAR).  District STAAR scores are translated to z-scores.  

Positive numbers reflect more than expected growth, with a score that is two standard 

deviations above the mean (zero) being significant growth.  Negative numbers mean that 

the teacher achieved less than a year’s expected with his/her students, with anything less 

more than two standard deviations below the mean being significantly low growth.  

 The researcher engaged in a qualitative document review to determine which 

teachers had three consecutive years of teacher-level value-added data (Glesne, 2006, p. 

85).  From these reports, the researcher determined which teachers had effectiveness 

scores that increased each year.  The teachers with reports meeting these criteria were 

invited by electronic mail to participate in an interview, thus providing a homogeneous 

sample of teachers with documented growth over three years (Glesne, p. 35).  “The logic 

and power of purposeful sampling . . . leads to selecting information rich cases for study 

in depth” (Patton, 2002, p. 46). 

Teacher Interviews 

 “The opportunity to learn about what you cannot see and to explore alternative 

explanations of what you do see is the special strength of interviewing in qualitative 

inquiry” (Glesne, 2006, p. 81).  By interviewing teachers described in the previous 

section, the researcher strove to answer the research questions.  Twenty-two teachers met 

the criteria presented.  However, one of the teachers was no longer employed by the 

district; therefore, twenty-one invitations were extended to participate in the study.  Of 

the twenty-one eligible to participate, thirteen were mathematics teachers and eight were 

reading teachers.  With regard to gender, sixteen were female and five were male.  The 

grade levels taught were evenly distributed from fourth to eighth grade.  Ultimately, eight 
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teachers, four from different elementary schools and four from different middle schools, 

volunteered to participate in the study.  Seven of the teachers taught mathematics and one 

taught reading; all eight participants were female.  A gift card of $25 to a local store was 

offered in gratitude for each teacher’s time and willingness to participate.  This offer was 

considered innocuous because of the relatively positive nature of the study (the teachers 

have demonstrated growth) and the fact that the researcher did  not supervise teachers, so 

they should not have felt coerced to participate (Grant & Sugarman, 2004). 

Data Collection Methods 

Individual Teacher-Level Reports 

 The document review consisted of the researcher scanning all teacher-level value-

added reports from 2010, 2011, and 2012.  The first scan determined which teachers had 

three years of consecutive data.  Then, the reports from the teachers matching the first 

criterion were reviewed to determine if the teacher effectiveness score had increased each 

year. 

Teacher Interviews 

The hour-long individual teacher interviews were conducted during the summer 

of 2013.  “An hour of steady talk is generally an appropriate length before diminishing 

returns set in for both parties” (Glesne, 2006).  The interviews were held in a place and at 

a time that was convenient for the participants.  Comfort and privacy were considered 

priority as well (Glesne).  Two interviews were held in the researcher’s office, one was 

held by telephone conference, and the others were at various Starbucks locations around 

town.  The nature of the interviews was structured in that questions were prepared in 

advance but were also open in that the researcher was “prepared to develop new 
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questions to follow unexpected leads that [arose] in the course of . . . interviewing” 

(Glesne, p. 104).  In addition, the interviews were depth-probing in that the researcher 

pursued “all points of interest with variant expressions that mean ‘tell me more’ and 

‘explain’” (Glesne, p. 105).  

According to Maxwell (1996), “Your research questions formulate what you want 

to understand; your interview questions are what you ask people in order to gain that 

understanding” p. 74).  Table 3.1 depicts the questions the researcher used to structure the 

interviews and how they related to the research questions.  While the questions may have 

been presumptuous in nature, they were not intended to be leading (Glesne, 2006).  For 

example, Structured Interview Question 3 in Table 3.1 assumed that the principal did 

have conversations with the teacher regarding the report, but the teacher’s response may 

have indicated that no such conversations took place. 

 “A common mistake in interviewing is to ask questions about a topic before 

promoting a level of trust that allows respondents to be open and expansive” (Glesne, 

2006, p. 84).  The researcher began the interviews with specific, easy-to-answer questions 

such as “How long have you been teaching?” and “How long have you taught at your 

current campus?” to establish a positive rapport and level of comfort.  The researcher cast 

herself as “a learner” and correspondingly cast “the respondent as the teacher” to 

“enhance the respondent’s satisfaction with being interviewed” (Glesne, p. 94). 

 With the teachers’ permission, all interviews were audio-taped for transcription at 

a later time.  Two documents were incorporated in the interview:  the teacher’s value 

added reports and the Leadership for Learning Framework.  The researcher offered each 

respondent the opportunity to take the two documents with him/her after the interview. 
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Table 3.1.  Research Questions/Interview Questions Matrix 

 

 

Structured 

Interview 

Questions 

Research Questions 

1.   What changes  

did teachers 

who improved 
in their value-

added 

effectiveness 
scores make in 

their 

instructional 
practice? 

2.   What professional 

learning facilitated 

the changes in 
instructional 

practice made by 

teachers? 

3.   What role did 

principals have in 

the professional 
growth of the 

teachers who 

improved in their 
value-added 

effectiveness? 

4.   In what ways did 

teachers who 

improved in their 
value-added 

effectiveness use 

the teacher 
effectiveness data 

to inform 

instruction? 

1. Are you aware of your 

value-added teacher-
level data?  If so, how 

did you learn about it? 

   X 

2. What do you know 

about the tertiles of 
student groups?  How 

did you learn about 

this?  In what ways 
have you used this 

information to guide 
decisions? 

   X 

3. What conversations 

have you had with 

your principal 
regarding your 

teacher-level data? 

  X  

4. What have you done 
differently in your 

instruction that may 

have contributed to 
this growth?  

X    

5. What strategies do you 

believe are most 

effective in helping 
students master the 

learning objectives? 

X    

6. What types of 
professional learning 

have you participated 

in that may have 
contributed to this 

growth? 

 X   

7. How do you prefer to 

learn about new 
strategies? 

 X   

8. In what ways does 

your principal support 
and encourage you? 

  X  

 

Source: Template from Bloomberg & Volpe (2012) 
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Data Analysis 

The process of data analysis involves making sense out of text . . . data.  It 

involves preparing the data for analysis, conducting different analysis, moving 

deeper and deeper into understanding the data (some qualitative researchers like 

to think of this as peeling back the layers of an onion), representing the data, and 

making an interpretation of the larger meaning of the data.  (Creswell, 2009, p. 

183). 

 

With each individual case study, the researcher transcribed the audio-taped 

interview, as well as any handwritten notes, into NVivo 10, a software program designed 

to facilitate qualitative analysis.  The researcher thoroughly read through the data to gain 

understanding and perspective.  Based on the research questions, the Leadership for 

Learning framework, and any emerging themes revealed through NVivo 10 word analysis 

tools, the researcher developed a coding system, referred to as Nodes in NVivo 10, 

following the steps developed by Tesch (1990) and outlined by Creswell (2009): 

1. Get a sense of the whole.  Jot down ideas that come to mind. 

2. Pick one document and ask “What is this about?” writing thoughts in the 

margin. 

3. Make a list of all topics.  Cluster and group topics in a meaningful way. 

4. Abbreviate the topics as codes and apply them to the text. 

5. Continue to refine codes during the application process and recode data as 

necessary. 

The researcher first looked for themes within each case. Then she looked for cross-case 

study themes that emerged. 

 The researcher interpreted the meaning of the themes, asking what lessons were 

learned.  “These lessons could be the researcher’s personal interpretation, couched in the 
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understanding that the inquirer brings to the study from her . . . own culture, history, and 

experiences” (Creswell, 2009, p. 189).  In addition, the researcher determined how the 

findings related to the literature and the Leading for Learning Framework. 

Ethical Considerations 

 All participants provided informed consent before participating, as “it is central to 

research ethics” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008, p. 112).  “As researchers, we are morally 

bound to conduct our research in a manner that minimizes potential harm to those 

involved in the study” (Boomberg & Volpe, p. 111).  The researcher was aware of the 

following issues that could have arisen during the study.  The participants in the study 

were teachers in the same district in which the researcher worked.  While the researcher 

did not supervise teachers, she had to take care to maintain complete confidentiality and 

anonymity of the teachers.  All data, including any names that arose during the interview 

process, had to be made completely anonymous when reported in the findings.  All 

audiotapes and data files had to be maintained in a locked filing cabinet.   

Trustworthiness and Transferability 

 “Qualitative validity means that the researcher checks for the accuracy of the 

findings by employing certain procedures” (Creswell, 2009, p. 190).  This researcher 

used three strategies to enhance the validity, and therefore, trustworthiness of the study.  

These are member checking; peer review and debriefing; and rich, thick descriptions. 

Member Checking 

 Creswell (2009) defined member checking as “taking the final report or specific 

descriptions or themes back to  the participants and determining whether or not the 

participants feel they are accurate” (p. 191).  Glesne (2009) and Bloomberg and Volpe 
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(2012) also supported the use of member checking as a strategy for enhancing validity.  

The researcher sent summaries of the conclusions to the participants to review and 

provide feedback to ensure that her “own biases [did] not influence how participants’ 

perspectives are portrayed” (Bloomberg & Volpe, p. 113).  

Peer Review and Debriefing 

 Glesne (2006) described peer review and debriefing as an “external reflection and 

input on your work” (p. 37).  Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) supported the use of peer 

debriefing “to enhance the accuracy of your account” and recommended that the peer 

examines the work and asks questions “that will help you examine your assumptions” (p. 

113).  The researcher asked a mentor to serve in this role during this study.  Additionally, 

the researcher asked this mentor to separately code some of the interviews to establish a 

level of inter-rater reliability to reduce “the potential bias of a single researcher collecting 

and analyzing the data” (Bloomberg & Volpe, p. 113).  The participants’ anonymity was 

maintained, and the mentor had no access to participants’ names. 

Rich, Thick Descriptions 

 According to Glesne (2006), a rich, thick description “allows the reader to enter 

the research context” (p. 38), and “this description may transport readers to the setting 

and give the discussion an element of shared experiences” (Creswell, 2009, p. 192).  This 

strategy adds to the validity of the study (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012; Creswell, 2009; 

Glesne, 2006).  However, one may consider how rich, thick descriptions also support 

transferability.  Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) wrote: “Transferability is not whether the 

study includes a representative sample.  Rather, it is about how well the study has made it 

possible for readers to decide whether similar processes will be at work in their own 
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settings and communities by understanding in depth how they occur at the research site” 

(p. 113).  For these reasons, the researcher intends to write ample descriptions of the 

context and findings. 

Summary 

 This chapter serves as an outline of the researcher’s methodology for the study.  

Research questions were shared, as well as a justification of why a qualitative approach 

best answered them.  The overall design of the study was provided.  To increase 

understanding, comprehensive contextual information regarding the participating district 

was highlighted.  The proposed data sources and collection methods were described in 

detail, followed by the researcher’s preliminary plan for organizing, analyzing, and 

synthesizing this data.  Lastly, the researcher considered ethical, validity, and 

transferability issues and her plans to address them.   
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

 The purpose of this study was to explore how and why teachers improve in their 

practice as measured by their individual value-added teacher effectiveness scores.  More 

specifically, this study concentrated on specific changes in instructional practice and 

professional development participation that occurred that may have served as catalysts 

for improvement.  Furthermore, this study focused on what role the campus principal 

played in that documented growth.  Additionally, this study sought to determine if 

teachers’ knowledge of their effectiveness scores served as a factor in increasing 

effectiveness.   

As previewed in Chapter I, this research explored the dimensions of what works 

with teaching practices, professional learning, and leadership through the lenses of 

teachers who had demonstrated professional growth by improving their effect on student 

learning as measured by value-added data.  The goal of the researcher was to discern 

changes in these individual facets of work in schools, as well as how these changes 

related to each other, in order to inform decisions made with regard to developing better 

teachers.  

In this chapter, the researcher reviews the research questions and provides an 

overview of the data collection and analysis methods.  Next, a within-case findings and 

analysis is reported for each teacher.  Lastly, the researcher shares the across-case 

findings and analysis organized by the research questions.   
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Research Questions 

 This study was designed to answer the following questions: 

1. What changes did teachers who improved in their value-added effectiveness 

scores make in their instructional practice? 

2. What professional learning facilitated the changes in instructional practice 

made by the teachers? 

3. What role did principals have in the professional growth of the teachers who 

improved in their value-added effectiveness? 

4. In what ways did teachers who improved in their value-added effectiveness 

use the data to inform instruction? 

Data Collection and Analysis 

As stated in Chapter III, two forms of data were collected for this study:  

Individual Teacher-Level Value-Added reports and teacher interviews.  The document 

review consisted of the researcher scanning all teacher-level value-added reports from 

2010, 2011, and 2012.  The first scan determined which teachers had three years of 

consecutive data.  Then, the reports from the teachers matching the first criterion were 

reviewed to determine if the teacher effectiveness score had increased each year.  

Twenty-two teachers met the criteria presented, but one of these was no longer working 

for the school district.  Therefore, twenty-one teachers were sent invitations to participate 

(see Appendix C). 

The second source of data was the interviews of eight teachers who responded to 

the invitation.  The audio recordings were uploaded into NVivo 10 software and then 

transcribed by the researcher.  Handwritten notes were also added to each participant’s 
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file.  The researcher started a new transcription box for each new question asked.  

Therefore, direct quotations are cited  using the interviewee’s name and the box in the 

transcription in which the quote is found.  As the researcher transcribed in NVivo 10, she 

created and organized themes that emerged using nodes.  She also used the text analysis 

features of Word Frequency, and in particular Cloud Tags, to develop and refine the 

nodes.  Lastly, she applied the nodes to the text within the transcriptions.  

Within-Case Findings and Analysis 

 The researcher used participant-selected pseudonyms for all names of participants 

and names of schools.  Furthermore, the researcher omitted any names of principals or 

colleagues from this report.  These measures served as safeguards to maintain the 

confidentiality of the participants.  However, the researcher used actual grade level and 

content area taught.  All eight participants were females.  With the exception of two of 

the participants, all of the participants had at least twelve years of teaching experience.  

Data for the four elementary teachers are reported first, followed by the four middle 

school teachers.  For each teacher interviewed, the researcher provided demographic 

information, followed by the teacher’s value-added effectiveness data, contextual 

information regarding the interview environment, a summary of the interview responses, 

and the theme(s) that emerged from the discussion. Table 4.1 provides an overview of the 

eight participants.   

 

 

 

 



 Texas Tech University, Kathryn Rollo, December 2013 

68 

Table 4.1.  Overview of the Eight Participants 

 
Teacher Gender Elementary 

School 
Teacher 

Middle 
School 

Teacher 

Reading Mathematics Years of 
Experience 

Range of 
Value-Added 

Scores 

School 
Performance 

Level 

Ms. Hill Female X   X 23 0.9 to 5.3 
(4.4) 

Average 

Ms. Hart Female X   X 28 -0.2 to 6.2 
(8.2) 

Average to 
High 

Ms. Fuller Female X   X 25 3.4 to12.4 
(9.0) 

High 

Ms. Batch Female X   X 12 1.9 to 7.4 
(5.5) 

Average 

Ms. Brown Female  X  X 7 -2.3 to 2.2 
(4.5) 

Low 

Ms. Briggs Female  X  X 30 -3.5 to -2.0 
(1.5) 

Average to 
High 

Ms. Mills Female  X  X 5 0.2 to 2.8 
(2.6) 

Low 

Ms. 
Willett 

Female  X X  13 0.1 to1.5 
(1.4) 

High 

 

Ms. Hill 

 Ms. Hill is a teacher with 23 years of teaching experience, including 3 years in a 

private parochial school.  For the previous 12 years, she had taught  fifth-grade math and 

science at West Elementary.  West Elementary is a small elementary school with less 

than 250 students, and is an average performing school with acceptable ratings according 

to the Texas Education Agency (TEA).  The school is predominately Hispanic with 90% 

of the students considered economically disadvantaged.  Ms. Hill had worked with the 

same teaching partner for the past six years, and she considered her to be not only a 

colleague, but a close friend. 

 Ms. Hill’s value-added teacher effectiveness scores were positive for the three 

years of the study, indicating that she had facilitated at least one year’s worth of academic 

progress with her students each year.  Table 4.2 depicts Ms. Hill’s scores, as well as how 

she scored with each of the three tertiles of students.  Ms. Hill grew 4.4 points over the 

three-year time period.   
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Table 4.2.  Ms. Hill’s Value-Added Teacher Effectiveness Scores (Teacher NCE Gain) 

  

2010 2011 2012 

0.9 2.0 5.3 

Scored significantly higher 

with highest students.  

Scored significantly higher 

with middle students. 

Scored significantly higher 

with lowest and middle 

students.   

 

Ms. Hill opted to meet in the late morning at a local coffee shop.  The interview 

lasted approximately 56 minutes.  Although Ms. Hill was not familiar with the teacher 

level value-added reports, she was not surprised by the data.  She said, “I knew that 

because I track my kids . . . where they were and where they are going because that 

drives my groups for intervention and tutoring” (Hill, #2).  She pointed to the tertile 

graph for 2012 and stated, “My highest performing kids did not grow . . . our highest kids 

are the ones that we feel are not getting the education they deserve.  So it comes to where 

you have to play that balance of helping the lower kids up but not dropping the higher 

kids” (Hill, #2).  When asked about what conversations she had had with her principal 

about value-added data, Ms. Hill responded that the principal basically “just went off of 

the percentage of kids who passed and those who didn’t” (Hill, #3).  Even though Ms. 

Hill revealed that she had not used the teacher-level report and the principal did not 

discuss value-added data, her understanding of the value-added was apparent.  She said, 

“I told my principal ‘I cannot promise you STAAR scores, but I can promise you value-

added scores’ because we had so many kids who were so low, I knew that they were 

going to show more than one year’s growth.  But, I did not know if they would get what 

they needed to make STAAR passing rates” (Hill, #3).  
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Ms. Hill did not attribute her growth in effectiveness to any particular 

instructional strategy that she added to her repertoire other than she believed that writing 

is crucial across all content areas and she has built writing into her lesson structure more 

often in the past few years.  She stated, “They have to write.  They are writing every 

minute in my math class.  They are either copying what I am doing or writing on their 

own” (Hill, #9).  She required her students to keep math journals and refer back to them 

throughout the year.   

When asked about the types of professional development that have been 

beneficial to her, Ms. Hill shared, “By the time you have been in this business over 

twenty years, there is very little professional development that is brand new” (Hill, #15). 

But, she confessed that she always strives to find “one bit or piece” from every training 

that will help her students.  As far as her participation in Professional Learning 

Communities was concerned, Ms. Hill said that “it has been different every year” (Hill, 

#17).  “I think we talk a lot about how we need time, but I don’t think we do a very good 

job of carving out the time to collaborate” (Hill, #17).  However, Ms. Hill made 

statements that revealed that more informal collaboration was a regular part of her work.  

When referring to the other fifth grade teacher, she said, “We are constantly collaborating 

on how to work with this child or how to teach this concept” (Hill, #17).  

Ms. Hill discussed the type of support and encouragement her principal gave her.  

She said, “This is probably going to sound really bad.  I don’t mean it to sound bad.  As 

long as he knew you were doing your job, as long as your kids were covered, he left us 

alone” (Hill, #21).  She added, “He could walk into the room and know if you were doing 

your job or not” (Hill, #21).  Ms. Hill saw this as a positive leadership trait.  “I appreciate 
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the trust and I think it is the mark of a good leader” (Hill, #21).  Ms. Hill talked about 

how her principal would do multiple walkthroughs and would talk to the students about 

what they were learning but he never questioned her practice.   

Ms. Hill discussed her methodology for planning for instruction.  She said, “I 

thoroughly believe in a scope and sequence, but I have real issues with this in the lesson 

that you have to teach.  I see problems with relying on only one resource for lessons.  I 

have always pulled from other things” (Hill, #27).  She added, “What scares me is that if 

we are forced to follow one thing, we will lose kids.  New teachers struggle because they 

are so afraid to make mistakes that they don’t trust their gut sometimes” (Hill, #28).  Ms. 

Hill used her experience and multiple resources to design learning experiences that help 

children understand the fundamental concepts of math, not just the surface level 

algorithms.  

Ms. Hill shared the importance of building in opportunities for students to feel 

successful.  She said, “A lot of the time in questioning with low kids, I give them 

questions that I know they will know the answer to in order to build their confidence” 

(Hill, #29).  She talked about using competition and extrinsic rewards as a way to 

motivate and encourage.  “I think there was such a big push for a while that learning had 

to be intrinsic and come from within the student.  However, we all do things for extrinsic 

reasons, and I can capitalize on that” (Hill, #30).   

Two themes were woven throughout Ms. Hill’s interview responses and in her 

demeanor.  First, Ms. Hill was extremely confident in her ability as a teacher.  She even 

said at one point that she taught because she wanted to teach, not because she had to 

teach and she would do something else if anyone told her that she was not teaching 
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correctly (Hill, #27).  Ms. Hill never hesitated and she spoke with complete conviction as 

she answered the interview questions.  She considered herself to be a master teacher with 

command of her classroom.  Secondly, Ms. Hill revealed herself to be a discerning and 

resourceful teacher.  She combed through old textbooks and programs to find just the 

right way to teach a certain concept.  With professional development opportunities, she 

looked for the bits and pieces that would help her reach her kids.  Although she never 

stated it directly, Ms. Hill’s many years of teaching experience seemed to have given her 

the knowledge and experience needed to understand how students learn and strategies to 

teach them.   

Ms. Hart 

 Ms. Hart had taught for 28 years, the previous three years at Wells Elementary as 

the fifth-grade math teacher.  Wells Elementary is a large elementary school with 

approximately 600 students; 67% of the students are economically disadvantaged.  The 

school’s demographics closely mirror that of the district’s, with 14% African American, 

58% Hispanic, and 22% White.  Wells had been rated either Exemplary or Acceptable for 

the previous several years.  Before transferring to Wells, Ms. Hart had taught for four 

years at a predominately African American school with extremely high poverty and low 

achievement scores.  Ms. Hart’s 2010 value-added teacher effectiveness score reflected 

her previous year of work at her previous school.  Ms. Hart had also taught in other cities 

throughout the state.  She said, “I have taught every grade from kindergarten to fifth.  I 

may know a little about a lot” (Hart, #1). 

 Table 4.3 reveals Ms. Hart’s value-added scores over the three years of data used 

in this study.  As previously stated, Ms. Hart had actually achieved less than a year’s 
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growth while teaching at a low-performing campus.  In fact, when examining the tertiles 

of students, only the lowest achieving group had enough students to calculate tertile 

growth.  After moving to Wells, Ms. Hart made expected growth in 2011 and then 

jumped to above expected growth in 2012.  She grew 8.2 points over the three-year 

period.   

Table 4.3.  Ms. Hart’s Value-Added Teacher Effectiveness Scores (Teacher NCE Gain) 

 

 2010 2011 2012 

-2.0 0.0 6.2 

There were not enough 

students in the middle or 

higher achieving groups to 

calculate.  Lower students 

made growth within the 

expected range with a 

standard error of 2.1.   

Expected progress with all 

three groups. 

Significant progress made 

with all three groups, but 

the most progress was made 

with the lower achieving 

students.  

 

 Ms. Hart elected to meet early one morning at a local coffee shop and the 

interview lasted 48 minutes.  She enthusiastically greeted the researcher with expressions 

of gratitude for being asked to be a part of the study.  When asked if she was aware of the 

teacher-level report, Ms. Hart stated, “I remember when we started talking about value-

added.  I really didn’t understand how it applied to me.  But now I do understand a little 

more. . . . more about the big picture and really looking at my students, not just their 

STAAR scores” (Hart, #2).  When the researcher showed her the report, which she had 

never seen before, Ms. Hart instantly pointed at the first year of data and noted that she 

was in a different school then.  Looking at the whole report, she stated, “I look at it more 

as what can I do with them and not like I need to be at 100% passing to be a good 
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teacher.  It really validates me more than test scores” (Hart, #4).  However, Ms. Hart also 

saw a negative aspect of value-added when money was tied to it.  She said, “There was a 

teacher crying because another teacher told her that it was her fault that we didn’t get 

money because her scores were low” (Hart, #4).  But she also stated, “So I see that 

drawback, but I think leadership and individual expectations really make a difference.  

The money is really not going to satisfy you and motivate you to grow.  It is about hope.  

I think that is what value-added is meant to do if people don’t get so wrapped up in the 

money” (Hart, #4).  When asked what conversations she had had with her principal 

regarding value-added data, she told the researcher that her assistant principal was the 

only one who had congratulated her on her passing rates, but she had not been told 

anything about her value-added data.   

 Interestingly, Ms. Hart worked with children at Wells who had transferred from 

her previous school because of its low-performing status.  She said, “The kids who 

transferred, many of them failed the test before.  But, not one of them failed the test at 

Wells.  There is something to be said for the environment.  They have hope here.  I want 

all teachers to feel hope” (Hart, #7).   

 Ms. Hart attributed her growth to working with her teammates and being very 

intentional with how time is used in the classroom.  “We collaborate a lot, and we know 

we have to teach everything, so we plan for the whole six weeks to ensure that we teach it 

all,” she said (Hart, #12).  “We use a structured agenda every day, and we spell the week 

out in advance for the students” (Hart, #12).  She shared that every minute of the hour 

and a half that she has with her students is intentionally planned and her students are 

extremely busy.  She discussed the importance of making certain that “learning 
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objectives are very clear.  Students know what they have learned and what they are going 

to learn” (Hart, #13).  Ms. Hart also discussed how much the SMART Board, which she 

had for the second and third year of her documented growth, had transformed her 

teaching.  She stated, “The SMART Board has really freed me up to be more mobile in 

the classroom” (Hart, #20).  “It has increased student engagement because the kids love 

it” (Hart, #20).   

 When asked about meaningful professional development, Ms. Hart stated that her 

graduate work in educational leadership has allowed her to see beyond just her 

classroom.  “As far as university work, it has made me a better teacher because I look at 

things from an administrator standpoint.  It has made me a big picture thinker.  It has 

affirmed what I believe” (Hart, #20).  She said, “I think everybody needs to go back to 

school” (Hart, #20).   

 When asked about how her principal supported and encouraged her growth, Ms. 

Hart said, “I know that she has confidence in me, but I don’t always hear that” (Hart, 

#24).  She described her principal as a “good manager” and said that “our school is really 

well run, but I think there would be even more growth school-wide if teachers felt 

motivated” (Hart, #24).  Being asked to participate in the study made her feel appreciated 

and valued.  She stated, “I told my husband that somebody believes I am a good teacher 

and what I have to say is important” (Hart, #24).  She also said, “Someone needs to tell 

you that you are doing a good job” (Hart, #24).  

 The themes of collaboration and relationships resonated throughout Ms. Hart’s 

responses.  When discussing what advice she would give to a struggling teacher, she 

immediately stated, “Don’t be afraid to ask and find someone who will take you under 



 Texas Tech University, Kathryn Rollo, December 2013 

76 

his/her wing” (Hart, #26).  She frequently talked about her teaching partner and how 

much they rely on each other for planning and reflecting.  “My teammate and I have been 

very successful the last two years.  We really collaborate and have a great relationship” 

(Hart, #6).  Her care extended to her students as well.  “I was thinking about what did this 

for my teammate and me.  It is our love for kids.  It is about forming relationships with 

them.  That is what this is all about” (Hart, #7).   

Ms. Fuller 

 Ms. Fuller’s entire 25- year career has been spent teaching fourth and fifth grade 

at Cole Elementary, a small, relatively affluent school with a long history of academic 

success.  The school is 5% African American, 10% Hispanic, 85% White, and 9% 

economically disadvantaged.  Just prior to the interview taking place, Ms. Fuller was 

hired to serve as an instructional coach at the district level charged with facilitating 

professional development for individuals and groups of educators. 

 Ms. Fuller’s value-added teacher effectiveness scores not only improved each 

year, they were among the highest scores in the district.  As outlined in Table 4.4, Ms. 

Fuller made significant progress with students from all tertile groups.  Ms. Fuller’s value-

added scores increased by 9.0 points over the three years of this study, which is the 

highest amount of growth of all eight participants.  Because of Ms. Fuller’s consistently 

high scores, she had participated in a previous study conducted by Battelle for Kids to 

examine the practice of highly effective teachers.  This study was described in Chapter II.  

 Because of a change in her role in the district, Ms. Fuller elected to meet in an 

office at the central office building for her fifty-five minute interview.  Because the 
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interview took place in between training sessions facilitated by Ms. Fuller in the morning 

and afternoon, she asked if the interview could be done during the lunch hour. 

Table 4.4.  Ms. Fuller’s Value-Added Teacher Effectiveness Scores (Teacher NCE Gain) 

 

 2010 2011 2012 

3.4 10.0 12.4 

All students in the middle 

or highest tertiles and 

showed significant growth.   

All students in the middle 

or highest tertiles and 

showed significant growth.   

Students in the lowest, 

middle, and highest groups 

showed significant 

progress, with the most 

progress made by the 

middle students.  

 

 Ms. Fuller clearly articulated her knowledge of value-added data, including the 

teacher-level report.  “On our campus, everybody scurried to the computer at the first 

available moment after we heard that the reports were ready.  There is just a real intrinsic 

motivation for us to see how we do and know about our strengths and weaknesses” 

(Fuller, #1).  When asked how she had learned about value-added data, she said that her 

assistant principal shared what was available, but the online courses were the most 

helpful tool (Fuller, #3).  “I was very comfortable on the Battelle site and have gone back 

to those courses many times” (Fuller, #3).  Her understanding of the tertile information 

was also evident.  She said, “The first year, my highest students were my lowest bar, and 

that bugged me.” (Fuller, #4).  Most importantly, Ms. Fuller used the data to make 

instructional decisions.  “I didn’t want to neglect any one group of students for the sake 

of another, so I started using more differentiation in my classroom” (Fuller, #4).  Ms. 

Fuller revealed how much she appreciated the value-added data when she said, “I love 
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having the feedback.  Whether or not it was tied to money, it was like my report card”  

(Fuller #10). 

      When asked what conversations she had had with her principal regarding value-

added data, she said, “Honestly, not very many. . . . just some congratulatory emails.  I 

don’t think that is because they have a laissez-faire attitude about it.  They have high 

expectations for the teachers” (Fuller, #7).  She shared that the principal and assistant 

principal publicly acknowledged the high scores of the teachers as a whole.  “Whole 

group conversations were about how we did a great job as they knew we would, and they 

thanked us for our hard work” (Fuller, #7).  She also mentioned that the money tied to 

content area value-added was “a very big deal” on her campus (Fuller, #8).  “It just 

seemed like everybody, whether they got a higher award or a lower award really 

appreciated the acknowledgement of growth” (Fuller, #8).   

 When asked what instructional changes she had made that may have contributed 

to her growth, Ms. Fuller said, “Every bit of it came down to differentiation.  You cannot 

teach all of the children in a class the same way.  I have become much more skilled in 

how to differentiate, from the content, to the presentation, to the assessment” (Fuller, 

#11).  She described in detail how she arranged her instruction to meet the needs of her 

students.  “I stop now when I am making a lesson plan, and I think high, middle, and low, 

and I don’t know that I have always done that.  Before, I would plan my lesson, and then 

on the fly would figure out how to ask higher level questions, etc.” (Fuller, #12).  

Furthermore, Ms. Fuller firmly believed that all types of learners should learn together.  

She said, “I think there is a trend right now to ability group, and that just worries me to 

pieces.  They need to be in the room together because they learn so much from each 
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other.  Ability grouping is easier for planning, but that is for the adults.  It is not what is 

best for the kids.  If scores are going down in the district, I am afraid that may be a 

factor” (Fuller, #12).  

 When discussing professional development that has impacted her, Ms. Fuller 

discussed a training she attended that made her think differently about designing 

instruction.  “The two-day rigor and relevance session changed my life.  I actually 

decided to use the rubrics that were given to us as my action research project for my 

master’s program.  It was eye-opening because I got true, honest, objective feedback 

from other teachers and students on just how my lessons were not as relevant as I thought 

they were” (Fuller, #18).  

 Ms. Fuller expressed her displeasure with formal professional learning 

communities on her campus in recent years.  She said, “One after the other was cancelled.  

Honestly, we really only had one formal one last year” (Fuller, #21).  But, the lack of 

formal PLCs did not inhibit her from collaborating informally on a daily basis with her 

colleagues.  “My partner and I ‘PLCed’ every moment we could.  I think that is more 

powerful anyway, as long as the culture of the school is constructive.  We problem solve 

together all of the time” (Fuller, #21).  She elaborated more on the collaborative culture 

of the school.  “The culture of the school is that we all try our very best.  It is not that we 

don’t ever have bad days.  But we know that we are there to help each other teach our 

students” (Fuller, #21).   

 When asked in what ways her principal supported and encouraged her, she said, 

“He supported us by trusting us.  I am not trying to imply that he didn’t care, because he 

very much cared about how we were teaching and learning.  He was always positive, 
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positive, positive” (Fuller, #23).  The researcher asked if the principal was ever in her 

classroom, and Ms. Fuller responded, “He was in my room three or four times a day, but 

not at all to judge.  He was a presence that the kids saw.  He trusted, he never questioned 

what we were doing, and that was delightful” (Fuller, #23).  She continued to express the 

importance of this relationship with her principal.  “Angst is not conducive to learning.  

Just like students who have anxiety or feel like the teacher is not on their side, teachers 

shut down when they do not feel supported and nurtured by their leaders” (Fuller, #23).   

 The theme that permeated all of Ms. Fuller’s responses was reflection.  She said, 

“To be honest, I am very self-critical.  There is not a class that goes by that I don’t reflect 

on what worked and what didn’t.  And I think of ways to fix what didn’t” (Fuller, #20).  

With regard to using data, Ms. Fuller said that all data, whether it is STAAR scores, six 

weeks assessment data, or value-added data, “serves to generate questions about what we 

are doing that works and doesn’t work.  It helps us think about ways to improve what we 

do in our classrooms to better meet the needs of our students” (Fuller, #4).  When asked 

what advice she would give to a struggling teacher, Ms. Fuller discussed the mistakes that 

she had made as a new teacher and how she learned from them.  “I would tell a struggling 

teacher that it can be learned.  Nobody starts off great.  You are going to mess up and that 

is not the end of the world.  As long as you have perseverance, a great attitude, and a 

great work ethic, you will learn from your mistakes and grow as a teacher” (Fuller, #24).  

Ms. Batch 

 Ms. Batch had taught for the previous 12 years at Diller Elementary, a medium-

sized elementary school with approximately four hundred students.  The demographics of 

the school are closely aligned with the district’s demographics with 11% African 
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American, 59% Hispanic, 26% White, and 77% economically disadvantaged.  While the 

overall achievement scores had fluctuated over the past several years, the school has 

always been considered Acceptable by state standards.  Prior to teaching at Diller, Ms. 

Batch had taught for ten years in a rural school district.  All of her experience had been in 

upper elementary grades teaching mathematics.   

 As revealed in Table 4.5, Ms. Batch’s value-added teacher effectiveness scores 

during the three-year period had improved each year, but they were also above expected 

growth.  Her lowest, middle, and highest achieving groups tended to be equal in size, and 

she showed significant progress with all three groups each year.  Ms. Batch’s value-

added scores had improved by 5.5 points over the three years.  Like Ms. Fuller, Ms. 

Batch had participated in the highly effective teacher study conducted by Battelle for 

Kids mentioned in Chapter II.   

 Ms. Batch asked if the interview could take place during lunch.  Therefore, the 

researcher met her at a local restaurant and the two of them ate lunch prior to the 

interview.  The casual conversation prior to the actual interview seemed to help Ms. 

Batch relax and feel more comfortable.  She smiled and even laughed throughout the 

interview, and she seemed very confident in her answers.  The interview lasted 55 

minutes.   

Table 4.5.  Ms. Batch’s Value-Added Teacher Effectiveness Scores (Teacher NCE Gain) 
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 2010 2011 2012 

1.9 5.3 7.4 

Significant progress made 

with lowest, middle, and 

highest achieving students. 

Significant progress made 

with lowest, middle, and 

highest achieving students. 

Significant progress made 

with lowest, middle, and 

highest achieving students. 

 

 Ms. Batch admitted that the only reason she was aware that she had strong teacher 

effectiveness scores was because she had been invited to participate in the Battelle for 

Kids study.  When the researcher showed her the reports, she said, “I have never seen 

these reports” (Batch, #1).  However, she also stated that she knew she had taken her kids 

“more than one lap around the track,” demonstrating at least a rudimentary knowledge of 

value-added (Batch, #1).  “Our principal showed us a Power Point when we first started 

getting value-added data, and then we learned a little more when we started getting 

money for our value-added” (Batch, #1).  Ms. Batch was fascinated when the researcher 

showed her the tertiles.  “Wow, I did well with all of my students.  That is nice to know.  

I felt that I did because I differentiate a lot, but this validates that” (Batch, #2).   

 When asked what instructional strategies may have contributed to her growth, Ms. 

Batch stated, “I have become much more focused on meeting the needs of my students.  

Learning has to be individualized to what every child needs, and you can’t do that if you 

teach everything whole group” (Batch, #4).  She said that over the previous four years, 

she had been using more small group instruction combined with station teaching.  She 

described stations as purposefully planned work centers in which students solve real-

world problems in intentionally assigned teams (Batch, #4).  Furthermore, she said, 

“Math practice has to be fun.  We practice math concepts with a variety of games and 

with a little bit of competition, and the kids love it” (Batch, #5).   
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 In designing learning experiences for her students, Ms. Batch shared that 

“teachers have to be open these days and not just pull out last year’s lesson plans.  You 

have to change to meet the needs of your kids” (Batch, #3).  She also discussed the fact 

that she uses multiple resources to find ideas in order to make the learning relative to her 

students.  “I worry about the new, young teachers who seem to want a scripted lesson to 

teach from.  That just won’t work when you are trying to make it meaningful for your 

group of students” (Batch, #5).  She also discussed being very intentional in providing 

constant feedback to students.  “I plan questions in advance that will help me know if the 

students truly understand, and then I walk around the room constantly while they are 

working and ask them.  I can clear up misunderstandings early that way and get them on 

the right track” (Batch, #5).  

 Ms. Batch stated that the “SMART Board trainings transformed my teaching 

because the kids can use the board as a station.  They are so much more engaged” (Batch, 

#6).  She described working closely with other fifth grade math teachers on developing 

SMART Board activities that they could share with each other (Batch, #6).  As the 

Campus Academic Leader for math for her school, Ms. Batch brought back ideas from 

various trainings and shared them with the other math teachers in her school during 

PLCs. “I learn the most when I have the chance to share with other teachers, whether they 

are on my campus or teachers from other campuses.  Being a CAL has really been great 

for my own learning” (Batch, # 6).  Ms. Batch prefers to teach the way that she likes to 

learn. “I can’t stand being lectured to.  I want to be involved.  Show me and then let me 

try it, and then let’s talk about how it worked.  That is how I like to learn, and that is how 

I arrange my classroom instruction as well” (Batch, #7).  
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 Ms. Batch’s principal supported her growth by providing resources for 

instruction.  “She gets me anything I ask for to help my students learn.  For example, I 

heard about the success a teacher on another campus had with LoneStar Learning.  I 

asked for the computer program, and my principal bought it without hesitation. . . . She 

trusts me and knows that I put great thought into what I ask for” (Batch, #8).  From Ms. 

Batch’s discussion, it became evident that her principal heavily relies on her as a leader 

of other teachers.  “I lead a lot of the professional development on my campus, and 

teachers come to me when they need help.  My principal always asks me to mentor the 

new teachers on our campus” (Batch, #8).  In addition, Ms. Batch expressed appreciation 

for the recognition.  “It feels good to know that your principal has confidence in you.  

She tells me that I am her rock star teacher” (Batch, #8).   

 When asked what advice she would give to a struggling teacher, she said, “Find a 

mentor, someone you can trust and someone who will help you focus on one area at a 

time to grow.  Teaching is so complex, and it is hard to know where to start to improve.  

Someone with experience can be so helpful” (Batch, #10).  An experienced teacher 

served in this role for Ms. Batch early in her career.  “She helped me to understand how 

to plan with my students in mind . . . how to relate to them” (Batch, #10).   

 The prevalent themes throughout Ms. Batch’s discussion were differentiation and 

teacher leadership.  Multiple times throughout the conversation, she mentioned that 

students learn in different ways.  “I’m always changing to meet their needs.  My 

intervention groups are fluid” (Batch, #4).  In addition, Ms. Batch clearly served as an 

instructional leader on her campus by leading professional development, serving as a 

mentor, and leading PLCs as the Campus Academic Leader (Batch, #4, 8, 7).  
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Ms. Brown 

 Ms. Brown had taught middle school mathematics and coached girls’ athletics for 

seven years, with the last five being at Smith Middle School.  Smith Middle School, with 

less than six hundred students, is 50% African American, 45% Hispanic, 2% White, 3 % 

Other, and 96% economically disadvantaged.  The school had wavered between meeting 

state expectations and being considered low performing for the past ten years.  Ms. 

Brown asked to be transferred to Smith from one of the district’s more affluent middle 

schools because she felt that she could make a bigger impact at Smith.  

 As depicted in Table 4.6, Ms. Brown’s score was negative in 2010, but improved 

to positive numbers in 2011 and 2012.  She had increased her score by 4.5 points over the 

three-year period.  Her overall scores were always within the expected progress range.  

Ms. Brown’s tertile groups were very small when compared to the other participants, 

ranging from five students to eleven students.  This is most likely due to mobility and 

small mathematics class sizes at Smith Middle School.  

Ms. Brown elected to meet at central office on a late afternoon after completing a 

mathematics training.  When Ms. Brown arrived for the interview, the researcher could 

tell that she did not feel very well.  When asked if she was okay, Ms. Brown stated that 

she was suffering from a cold.  The researcher offered to reschedule, but Ms. Brown 

insisted on moving forward with the interview.  The interview lasted just 25 minutes, and 

Ms. Brown was much less verbose and required more probing questions than the other 

participants.  The researcher was uncertain as to whether this was due to her not feeling 

well or to her having limited information to share. 

Table 4.6.  Ms. Brown’s Value-Added Teacher Effectiveness Scores (Teacher NCE Gain) 
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2010 2011 2012 

-2.3 0.8 2.2 

All students in the middle 

or highest performing 

tertiles. Less than expected 

progress was made with 

middle performing students, 

and expected progress was 

made with highest 

performing students. 

All students in the middle 

or highest performing 

tertile, and expected 

progress was made with 

them. 

All students were in the 

lowest performing tertile, 

and expected progress was 

made with them.   

 The teacher-level value-added report was foreign to Ms. Brown.  She recalled the 

math coach sharing information about the campus-level data at the beginning of the year.  

Prior to that, she said that the school had an assistant principal who “gave us printouts 

and told us how to read the information” (Brown, #2).  “It was about two years ago that 

everything was really explained.  That was probably the first time I got the best 

understanding  . . . what exactly it means when it drops below or is up above” (Brown, 

#2).  

 When asked if she did anything differently in her instruction, Ms. Brown said, “I 

think probably one of the biggest things that helped me was knowing that the better 

relationships I have with my students, the harder they are going to work and grow” 

(Brown, #3).  She elaborated, “So, I have really tried to work on the communication part 

and the relationship part of what happens in our classroom environment and making sure 

the students feel safe” (Brown, #3).  Ms. Brown revealed that she believed the 

improvement was an unexpected by-product of building relationships.  “I don’t think my 

approach was with the forethought of improving my data.  I guess when my relationships 

improved, it took care of the data though” (Brown #3).  The researcher probed to find out 
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how Ms. Brown had improved in building relationships.  “I spent a lot of time at the 

beginning of the year questioning them and trying to get to know them on a personal 

level.  I try to figure out what they enjoy doing outside of school.  I also try to open 

myself up to them to ask questions or talk when they want to talk.  It doesn’t have to be 

about Algebra, you know.  They know I am a listening ear” (Brown, #4).  

 The researcher asked about specific instructional strategies that Ms. Brown used.  

Ms. Brown shared that “the data they see is huge” (Brown, #5).  She described using bar 

graphs and having students chart their own progress on learning objectives.  “I think the 

numbers don’t lie.  Being able to see their own data and determine how they felt when 

they tackled it a second time is very helpful” (Brown, #5).   

 Ms. Brown also shared that her students use the “TI Inspire calculators, which let 

them take more ownership of their learning” (Brown, #6).  She discussed how she asks 

the students to create quick poll questions for the remainder of the class to solve, 

allowing the students to have more voice in the classroom.  When asked if her students 

do a lot of talking in her classroom, Ms. Brown said, “They direct a lot of the learning 

using the SMART Board and the Inspires.  They take their own attendance on the 

SMART Board using their avatars” (Brown, #6).  She extended her response and said, 

“The SMART Board has increased the engagement factor in my room.  The kids look 

forward to using it.  I also try to use a lot of You Tube videos to help demonstrate math 

concepts.  The kids just tune in more” (Brown, #8). 

 When asked about meaningful professional development, Ms. Brown said, “There 

have been so many good trainings.  Just the fact that I have the opportunity to open my 

eyes to something that might work is beneficial because I can’t be stagnant.  I have to 
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continue to grow” (Brown, #9).  She named some specific mathematics trainings that she 

had found helpful, but then she discussed a Marzano’s training that was especially 

enlightening to her.  “We talked about why we always evaluate kids numerically.  What 

if we evaluate them on their growth in communication skills?  What if we evaluated them 

on how well they take a topic in algebra and teach the other kids at their table about it . . . 

you know, jigsaw it?  That is an important life skill” (Brown, #9).  Furthermore, PLCs are 

important to Ms. Brown.  She said, “We get together and talk as an entire department and 

then we can talk across grade levels.  We can visit each other and ask about what we are 

seeing with fractions.  We meet regularly, and it really helps to keep us heading in the 

right direction” (Brown, #11).  

 Smith Middle School has been through some challenging transitions with 

leadership.  When asked what ways her principal supported and encouraged her growth, 

Ms. Brown’s demeanor completely changed to a very somber tone.  “Our good assistant 

principals always leave us.  One of our assistant principals, who I am really going to 

miss, was a super data driven guy and he helped us by developing programs to track the 

kids on assessments” (Brown, #15).  When asked if the administrators came into her 

classroom, Ms. Brown said, “No, not really.  But, they did attend most of our PLCs and 

helped with looking at data.  That was very helpful” (Brown, #15).  She elaborated on her 

response, “Most of what I remember was principals just putting a task in front of us and 

telling us it was our job to make sure we were doing the right things for our students.  I 

can appreciate that trust and motivation” (Brown, #17).  Furthermore, she said, “It is a 

constant self-look.  You know, what did I do today that I could have done better?  I really 

push myself that way” (Brown, #17).  With regard to reflection, Ms. Brown added, 
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“There is always some way to go back and reflect and take everything apart and tweak it 

so that it works in the classroom” (Brown, #18). 

 The researcher ended the interview by asking what advice Ms. Brown would give 

to a struggling teacher.  She said, “I think everybody in the building should have 

somebody to be able to go to and talk . . . and just vent sometimes” (Brown, #18).  “I 

think the ability to be able to depend on others to help you grow as a teacher is huge.  It is 

very important” (Brown, #18).  She added, “And don’t be afraid to ask the kids how you 

can improve.  Ask ‘What am I not doing for you in classroom?  What could I do better?’” 

(Brown, #18).  She ended with, “When the kids know that you truly care about their 

learning and their improvement, their frustration level goes down” (Brown, #18).   

 The theme that emerged throughout Ms. Brown’s interview was building 

relationships with students.  Her conversation always came back to wanting her students 

to feel cared for and heard.  She wanted them to own their own learning by tracking their 

own progress.  She evaluated her own practice from their feedback, more than from that 

of her supervisors.  

Ms. Briggs 

 Ms. Briggs had taught 30 years, the last 19 in the district in which the study was 

conducted.  For the last seven years, she had taught mathematics and social studies at 

Sand Middle School.  Prior to that, she had taught upper elementary grades at an 

elementary school that feeds into Sand Middle School.  She had moved to Sand Middle 

School when the district moved sixth grade from the elementary school level to the 

middle school level.  Sand Middle School educates approximately 750 students, with 5% 

African American, 34% Hispanic, 57% White, and 37% economically disadvantaged.  It 
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is one of the more affluent middle schools in the district, albeit with changing 

demographics as the district changes overall.  

 As Table 4.7 reveals, Ms. Briggs had negative teacher value-added scores all 

three years, even though they improved by 1.5 points.  She made less than expected 

growth with students all three years, but she came closer to the expected growth mark 

each year.  She was the only participant in this study who did not reach that mark in the 

three-year time span.  

Table 4.7.  Ms. Briggs’s Value-Added Teacher Effectiveness Scores (Teacher NCE Gain) 

 

2010 2011 2012 

-3.5 -2.3 -2.0 

The majority of students in 

the highest and middle 

performing tertiles, and less 

than expected progress 

made with all three groups.   

The majority of students in 

the highest and middle 

performing tertiles, and less 

than expected progress 

made with all three groups.   

The majority of students in 

the highest and middle 

performing tertiles, and less 

than expected progress 

made with all three groups.   

  

Ms. Briggs chose to meet at a coffee shop one morning, and the interview lasted 

thirty-five minutes.  While she expressed gratitude for being asked to participate in the 

study, her body language indicated that she felt defeated.  The researcher and Ms. Briggs 

actually had career paths that had crossed at one point when they taught together over 16 

years prior.  Therefore, the conversation began more casually as they discussed more 

personal information such as their own children.  Ms. Briggs smiled and even laughed 

during this light discussion.  But when the actual interview began, Ms. Briggs’s shoulders 

slumped forward, she stopped making eye contact as frequently when she spoke, and the 

smile and laughter disappeared.   
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 The researcher began by asking if Ms. Briggs was aware of her value-added 

teacher effectiveness data.  Ms. Briggs responded with “I know they gave me a print out 

at the end of year summative . . I don’t know . . . that graph that has bars going up and 

going below.  It never looked all that promising, so I didn’t really know.  I really didn’t 

think it was good, and I didn’t have it explained very well . . . what it represented” 

(Briggs, #10).  Then she added, “My principal now doesn’t really give positive remarks.  

In fact, I am not going to teach math next year because she doesn’t want me to” (Briggs, 

#10).  Ms. Briggs’s lack of understanding of value-added was evident when she said, “I 

remember the first year when money was attached to it, and we didn’t get anything.  But, 

it wasn’t my fault.  It was the group of kids that I had.  They were really low and many of 

them were special education.  I thought we made some great gains that we should have 

been recognized for, but we weren’t” (Briggs, #11).  An assistant principal, who has since 

retired, had coached Ms. Briggs to improve, using the value-added data as a springboard.  

“So, I sat down with him and he explained how the whole thing worked, and we thought 

of what we could do to raise the scores.  He said that measurement was a low area on 

TAKS, so he suggested that I incorporate more measurement questions into daily 

activities and bell ringers, like a spiral review.  We did that, and the next year the math 

team was awarded some extra money, so it worked” (Briggs, #11).  Very sentimentally, 

she added, “He has been the only principal who has done anything positive that helped.  

He was a really good principal” (Briggs, #13).   

 During the three-year time span of this study, co-teaching became a focus of the 

district to support special education students.  As for having a collaborative environment 

to learn from other teachers, Ms. Briggs had an all day, every day structure by having a 
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co-teacher assigned to her room.  Ms. Briggs stated, “My co-teacher and I are a really 

strong team.  People ask us how we make it work so well, and it is really hard to say.  I 

can’t put a finger on it. . . . it really is just all about trust” (Briggs, #13).  When probed, 

Ms. Briggs gave specific examples of strategies, such as arranging cooperative groups 

and making mathematics relevant by using recipes, that she had learned from her co-

teacher (Briggs, #19).   

 When asked how she helped struggling students succeed, Ms. Briggs shared that 

“it is not always paper and pencil” (Briggs, #17).  “Students have to get up and move.  I 

use a lot of songs.  We used to sing a song about the area of a triangle that went to the 

tune of Happy Birthday.  Kids still tell me they remember that song” (Briggs, #17).  Ms. 

Briggs used strategies that she saw other teachers using.  “I just try any strategy that I 

have heard about.  I steal ideas from other teachers all of the time” (Briggs, #18).  Then 

she added, “I used to use a lot of small groups because that was the rave, but the kids I 

had this past year couldn’t handle that, so we didn’t do it very much” (Briggs, #17).   

 Ms. Briggs shared that she prefers professional development related to using 

manipulatives to teach mathematics.  She also said that she enjoys trainings about brain 

research, specifically how to use “brain-based activities that help with higher level 

thinking” (Briggs, #19).  She listed four workshops that she was planning to attend in the 

upcoming weeks.  However, she did not share anything about how the professional 

development she attends had changed her practice.  She said, “I like the hands-on kind of 

workshops, but then sometimes I like to sit in the back and veg” (Briggs, #21).  When 

asked about PLCs on her campus, Ms. Briggs said, “We are required to meet once a 

week.  We look at our instructional focus documents and see how to adjust it to meet the 
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needs of our low kids.  We go through our files and find lessons that will work” (Briggs, 

#20).  Once again, she revealed the influence of her co-teacher when she said, “She is 

really good at using the SMART Board, so she would bring in lots of great lessons that 

used that” (Briggs, #20).   

  The researcher asked how her principal supported and encouraged her, and Ms. 

Briggs quickly said, “My new principal does not” (Briggs, #22).  Referring back to the 

now retired assistant principal mentioned earlier, she stated, “When he was there, he 

would just let me know that I was doing a good job. Whether or not he believed that, I 

don’t know.  He knew our kids were challenging and we were doing the best that we 

could with them” (Briggs, #22).  She added, “That made me want to grow.  It made us 

happier as a faculty.  You know, if you are happy with what you are doing, working 

harder is not going to be a problem.  The kids see it too.  They felt worthwhile too.  It was 

a good atmosphere” (Briggs, #22). 

 When asked what advice she would give a struggling teacher, Ms. Briggs said, “I 

would have to know if it is things that they can’t control, like I can’t control my principal 

right now and the morale of the building.  If that is what it is, I would tell them to just 

stick through it.  It will get better” (Briggs, #23).  She added that if it is because the 

teacher does not know what to do, then she should “go to trainings and talk to other 

teachers for support” (Briggs, #23).  “Go to happy hour and relax and vent sometimes.  If 

it is because you don’t like to teach, then don’t teach.  I would really like to work at 

Disneyland, but that is not realistic at this point in my life” (Briggs, #23).   

 The theme that permeated the interview with Ms. Briggs was lack of 

responsibility and intentionality.  Throughout her responses, her principal, the students, 
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the parents, and even her colleagues were discussed as the cause of positive or negative 

experiences in her career, not her own practice.  She did not relate professional learning 

to changes that made her better as a teacher.  Workshops were discussed as if they were 

isolated events not related to what happened in her classroom.  She talked about PLCs as 

more of a compliance event in that they had to be done once a week at a time that was 

convenient for the principal.  Her co-teacher appeared to be the most influential factor in 

her practice, which leads the researcher to wonder if she was the predominate reason for 

the growth in Ms. Briggs’s value-added scores.   

Ms. Mills 

 Ms. Mills’s five years of teaching experience have all been at Dean Middle 

School as a seventh grade mathematics teacher.  Dean Middle School serves 

approximately 650 students, with 13% African American, 76% Hispanic, 8% White, and 

86% economically disadvantaged.  Despite having a subset of extremely successful 

students participating in the fine arts magnet program, Dean Middle School has 

fluctuated from being in the low acceptable to unacceptable range for the last decade.  

The school has not been able to replicate the success of the magnet students with the 

general school population.  Ms. Mills has taught both magnet and neighborhood students, 

but in relatively segregated Pre AP and regular classes.   

 As shown in Table 4.8, Ms. Mills achieved positive teacher-level value-added 

scores each year during the three years of this study and improved her score by 2.6 

points.  For the first two years, she had made at least expected progress with all three 

tertiles, and her students were evenly distributed among the lowest, middle, and highest 

performing students.  Before the third year of this study, the principal recognized her 
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strength and asked Ms. Mills to teach only regular mathematics courses in an effort to 

accelerate some struggling students.  As presented in Table 4.8, most of Ms. Mills’s 

students were in the lowest achieving tertile, and she made more than expected progress 

with them. 

  Ms. Mills spends her summers as a counselor at an all girls’ camp in central 

Texas.  Therefore, the interview took place via a telephone conference during her lunch 

break.  The phone conference lasted thirty minutes.  Although Ms. Mills was able to fully 

answer all of the interview questions, the researcher acknowledges that face-to-face 

interviewing provides more insight into the interviewee’s thoughts and feelings through 

non-verbal communication.  The researcher felt at a slight disadvantage without having 

access to eye contact and body language. 

Table 4.8.  Ms. Mills’s Value-Added Teacher Effectiveness Scores (Teacher NCE Gain) 

 

2010 2011 2012 

0.2 2.0 2.8 

Students evenly distributed 

among tertiles.  Expected 

growth made with middle 

and highest performing 

tertiles, with significant 

progress made with lowest 

performing tertile. 

Students evenly distributed 

among tertiles.  Expected 

growth made with lowest 

performing tertile with 

significant progress made 

with middle and highest 

performing tertiles.  

The majority of students in 

the low performing tertile, 

and significant progress 

made with this group. 

Expected progress made 

with middle performing 

tertile, and less than 

expected progress made 

with highest performing 

tertile.    

   

 When asked if she was aware of her teacher-level value-added data, Ms. Mills 

said, “I got a pretty big bonus from my value-added scores.  Is that the same thing?”  

(Mills, #1).  The researcher explained that the award money was tied to whole school 
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content area value-added scores, not teacher-level data.  Then, Ms. Mills said, “I just 

know that I logged in and saw that I was getting some money, and that was extremely 

exciting.  I knew it had something to do with my kids improving” (Mills, #1).  She added, 

“I think the only time my principal said anything about value-added was when we got an 

email congratulating us because we were getting some money.  He said, ‘Way to go math 

team!’  But, I don’t recall ever having a one-on-one conversation about where my scores 

were going” (Mills, #2).  

 When asked what she had done differently with regard to instruction during the 

three-year period, Ms. Mills stated that the last year of the data was the year that the 

school had increased the math period from 60 to 90 minutes.  “That made a tremendous 

difference in the level of depth I could take the math concepts” (Mills, #3).  She added, 

“That was also the year that we received a great deal of technology in our classrooms.  

We started using the Inspire calculators, and we got a SMART Board and document 

camera.  Those played a huge role in increasing student engagement” (Mills, #3).  

Regarding the second year of the data, Ms. Mills stated, “I really started incorporating 

more cooperative group work into my lessons.  I realized that they learn so much from 

each other if I will just provide the opportunity” (Mills, #3).  Finally, Ms. Mills discussed 

the importance of writing in her classroom.  “I give prompts and they have to answer 

them about math.  That’s when I feel I can really get into their brains and see what they 

are thinking” (Mills, #4). 

 According to Ms. Mills, professional development played a key role in her 

growth.  The most meaningful training to her was specifically related to teaching 

mathematics, such as the TI Inspire/Math Forward trainings and the West Texas Middle 
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School Math summer sessions (Mills, #6).  “I want to go to trainings that are very 

practical and that I can take something back and use immediately” (Mills, #8).  That said, 

Ms. Mills stated that “the early release days for planning have helped me the most with 

growing as a professional” (Mills, #7).  She said, “It was finally a chance to do what I 

want to do in teaching . . . plan good lessons that engage the students” (Mills, #7).  Ms. 

Mills also noted that for the last two years of the data in the study, Dean Middle School 

teachers had a daily conference and a weekly PLC time.  “We are going back to that this 

year.  It was time well spent because we collaborated on what works instructionally and 

we planned really strong lessons” (Mills, #12).   

 When asked how her principal supported and encouraged her, she stated that all of 

the administrators did so in two ways.  First, “all of our principals have an open door 

policy.  They are available to support us when we need anything, and they also write us 

handwritten notes to say thank you” (Mills, #9).  Secondly, “they are very supportive in 

giving us feedback.  If they know I am struggling in an area, like classroom management, 

they help me problem solve.  They don’t just say, ‘here’s your problem, now go fix it.’  

They give me the tools I need to fix it” (Mills, #9).  

 Ms. Mills said she would tell a struggling teacher to “pinpoint where the true 

problem and work on one thing at a time” (Mills, #11).  In addition, she said, “I would 

encourage them to remember why they wanted to teach and take that and put it into their 

lessons . . . because if you are having fun, the kids are going to have fun.  Put your 

personality into your lessons” (Mills, #11).   

 One of the themes that resonated throughout Ms. Mills’ interview was self-

awareness.  Even though she did not have the questions ahead of time, she responded 
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immediately to them with clear, concise answers as though she had already thought a 

great deal about her growth as a teacher.  She also demonstrated that she knows her 

weaknesses when she said, “That is something I struggle with sometimes . . . that I have 

to change my personality.  I can be a real go with the flow person.  But students need 

more structure” (Mills, #11).  A second theme that was clear during the interview was 

enthusiasm.  Even though the interview was conducted over the telephone, her 

excitement for her work and eagerness to help her students and work with her colleagues 

was evident in her voice tone and laughter.  She said, “I absolutely love my work and 

want to continue to grow as a teacher” (Mills, #13).  

Ms. Willett 

 Ms. Willett had taught sixth grade English Language Arts and Reading for the 

previous seven years at Crest Middle School.  Prior to this experience, she had taught for 

three years as a sixth grade teacher at one of the elementary schools that feeds into Crest.  

She had made the transition when the district moved sixth grade to middle school.  She 

came to the school district with three years of teaching experience in a small rural district.  

Crest Middle School is a high performing magnet school that educates approximately 850 

students.  The student population is 6% African American, 51% Hispanic, 33% White, 

and 48% economically disadvantaged.   

 Table 4.9 reveals Ms. Willett’s value-added effectiveness scores, which had 

improved by 1.4 points over the three-year period.  Her value-added grew the least of the 

eight participants.  Although her scores were consistently positive, the amount of 

progress she made with the highest, middle, and lowest performing students varied from 

year to year. 
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Table 4.9.  Ms. Willett’s Value-Added Teacher Effectiveness Scores (Teacher NCE 

Gain) 

 

2010 2011 2012 

0.1 0.7 1.5 

Expected growth was made 

with the middle performing 

tertile, while less than 

expected growth was made 

with the lowest and highest 

tertiles. 

Significant growth was 

made with the lowest and 

highest performing tertiles, 

while less than expected 

growth was made the 

middle tertile.  

Significant progress was 

made with the highest 

performing tertile, while 

expected growth was made 

with the middle and lowest 

performing tertiles.    

 

 Ms. Willett’s interview, which lasted 62 minutes, took place at a local coffee shop 

on a weekend afternoon.  Ms. Willett maintained a calm, poised, and pleasant demeanor 

throughout the conversation.  She began the meeting by stating how excited she was to be 

asked to participate in the study.   

 At first, Ms. Willett said that she was familiar with her value-added teacher-level 

data, but then she stated, “I had no idea!  This is very encouraging” (Willett, #1).  

However, Ms. Willett was knowledgeable about value-added in general.  “I learned about 

it through training at my school and through the website courses.  The biggest thing I 

remember was sitting down with my principal and her sharing the graphs with me.  I 

realized that I didn’t have to be ‘green’ to be good” (Willett, #1).  When asked about the 

student tertile groups, Ms. Willett said, “Okay, I didn’t know they were called that.  That 

is good to know.  I really thought my highest growth would be with my lowest students, 

but it wasn’t.  It was with my middle students.  I really wanted to get better with my 

higher students.  It is good to know that this is available” (Willett, #3).  
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 The researcher next asked Ms. Willett what she had done differently in her 

classroom that may have led to her growth in value-added.  “The number one thing, more 

than anything, is that I focused on relationships.  If I have that relationship established, 

they will listen to me and try to do anything for me as far as what I am wanting them to 

learn” (Willett, #6).  With regard to curriculum, Ms. Willett stated, “We added the new 

curriculum and scope and sequence, which we really have always had.  But, what is new 

is the district-level accountability with the six-week assessments” (Willett, #6).  When 

asked what strategies she had implemented in her own classroom, Ms. Willett responded 

that one thing she had “really focused on for the last three or four years was vocabulary” 

(Willett, #6).  She elaborated, “It’s the verbiage that gets the kids.  So, my kids started 

learning over two hundred SAT words each year” (Willett, #6).  The researcher asked if 

she had incorporated any new strategies for teaching vocabulary.  “Yes, I use more 

deliberate activities with motions and music and authentic conversations, not just ‘write 

the definition’” (Willett, #8).  She then said, “I feel like these things have made a 

difference, but now I have data that shows that my instincts were correct” (Ms. Willett, 

#8). 

 Ms. Willett later stated that “students need to know what they should learn that 

day.  I put the objective, in kid friendly language, on the board so that they know what we 

are doing.  Then I use exit tickets at the end of the lesson to assess and determine who 

needs re-teaching” (Willett, #8).  She then said, “Natural born teachers just know this . . . 

what do you want them to know, how do you teach them, and how do you know that they 

learned it?” (Willett, #8).  She also utilized cooperative learning groups.  “I let them teach 

each other.  I break them into groups and use the jigsaw strategy frequently” (Willett, #8).  
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Ms. Willett saw the benefit of small group instruction because “it empowers students to 

explain their thinking to their peers and allows them more opportunity to self-correct if 

that thinking is derailed” (Willett, #8).   

 A training session that impacted Ms. Willett’s practice was Worksheets Don’t 

Grow Dendrites because it gave her “permission to be silly in the classroom” (Willett, 

#9).  She also stated that she prefers learning ideas from her peers, such as a training her 

school presented on using music in the classroom.  She said, “None of us have come up 

with our own ideas.  We all share ideas.  We take them and make them our own” (Willett, 

#10).  When asked about PLCs on her campus, Ms. Willett said, “Our PLCs are such a 

blessing.  We meet daily.  One day we will work on a book study, the next day we will 

plan lessons, the third day we will examine student work, the fourth day we look at 

student data, and the last day we brainstorm ways to improve” (Willett, #11).  The 

researcher was amazed by this structure and asked Ms. Willett who had developed it.  

Ms. Willett stated, “Our principal has always been ahead of the eight ball on PLCs.  We 

have been following this model as long as I have been there.  We didn’t know they were 

called PLCs until more recently, but it is just the way we have operated” (Willett, #11).  

She added, “I have teacher friends at other schools who are envious” (Willett, #12). 

 Ms. Willett credited her principal for helping her become a better teacher.  She 

said, “Whatever I need, she will get it for me one way or another because she knows I 

will put it into practice.  More importantly, though, she trusts me.  She has seen me work 

for the last seven years, and she knows I will do whatever it takes to help students learn, 

so she values my opinion” (Willett, #14).  She elaborated, “She validates my teaching 

through personal notes of encouragement, coming into my classroom to see what we are 
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doing, and rejoicing in successes with me.  Every teacher needs that whether they admit it 

or not” (Willett, #14).   

 When asked what advice she would give to a struggling teacher, Ms. Willett 

stated, “It is hard work, but don’t ever give up because the students have you as their 

teacher for nine months for a reason.  They need you.  I have had years where I have 

literally cried every day because it can be challenging, but I never gave up” (Willett, 

#16).  The second piece of advice Ms. Willett gave was to start a “blessing ring” (Willett, 

#16).  She keeps all positive notes from parents, students, colleagues, and principals on a 

ring and looks through them when she feels discouraged.  Lastly, she stated, “find 

positive mentors . . . people who care about you, even if they are from another school.  

Every teacher needs to be with teachers who feel good about their jobs and are willing to 

share ideas” (Willett, #16).  She shared an example of how her department met with a 

department from another middle school when they were struggling with six weeks 

assessments.  “Just being around happy people who love teaching made such a difference 

for them” (Willett, #16). 

 The theme that emerged in Ms. Willett’s discussion was the importance of having 

relationships with students.  Her genuine care and concern for them was revealed when 

she said, “It is like these kids are my kids.  They are mine for nine months, and their 

parents are entrusting me with their most prized possession in the world.  It is not just my 

job to teach them reading.  I must teach them what they need to know to be successful in 

life” (Willett, #19).  When talking about discipline, she stated, “I go back to that 

relationship.  Instead of chewing them out and putting my finger in their faces, I make 

sure that they know I care about them and expect more of them than this” (Willett, #19).  
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She added, “I really try to validate them . . . the way that they feel.  It doesn’t mean it is 

accurate, but it is what they feel.  If you can do that with a student, you win over the 

toughest gang member in the school building” (Willett, #20).   

Conclusion  

 In the preceding portion of Chapter IV, the researcher provided demographic 

information about each teacher and her school, her value-added teacher effectiveness 

data, contextual information about the interview, a summary of the interview, and the 

theme(s) that emerged from the discussion.  Individually, each case served as a view into 

the values, thoughts, and practices of an individual who has improved her effectiveness 

as a teacher. 

Across-Case Findings and Analysis 

 The researcher conducted the Across-Case Findings and Analysis while 

transcribing, reading, and completing the Within-Case Findings and Analysis.  Using her 

personal knowledge and experience as an educator and the literature presented in chapter 

II, she created and organized the themes that emerged using NVivo nodes.  She also used 

the text analysis features of Word Frequency, and in particular Cloud Tags, to develop, 

organize, and refine the nodes.  Next, she applied the nodes to the text within all eight of 

the transcriptions.  

 After coding the text to the nodes, the researcher organized the nodes by the 

research question each one best addressed.  Therefore, the researcher arranged the 

Across-Findings and Analysis portion of this chapter by the four research questions 

guiding the study.  Following each of the first three research questions is a table with the 

nodes corresponding to that question listed horizontally across the top and the teachers 
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listed vertically on the left.  If the teacher did not share anything pertaining to a node, the 

cell is empty.  If the teacher mentioned something related to the node once in her 

discussion, the cell contains one dot.  If the node was more prevalent in the teacher’s 

responses by being mentioned multiple times, the cell contains two dots.  The fourth 

research question did not lend itself to this approach, so the information is presented in a 

different manner which will be described later.   

Research Question 1:  What changes did teachers who improved in their value-

added effectiveness scores make in their instructional practice? 

 The researcher sought to determine what these eight teachers had done differently 

in their daily practice.  Therefore, she asked the following questions of them:   

 What have you done differently in your instruction that may have contributed to 

this growth?    

 What strategies do you believe are most effective in helping students master 

learning objectives?  

Table 4.10 reveals the themes that emerged from the responses, which teachers had 

mentioned them, and whether the theme was discussed once or multiple times.  

 Five of the eight teachers shared that they planned learning experiences that were 

relevant to students.  In other words, they made explicit connections between the learning 

objectives and previously learned content, other content areas, and/or real-life 

experiences for the students.  Ms. Hill stated, “It has to be related to real world problems.  

They are not going to all of a sudden see a computational math problem out there, so I 

have to point that out for them” (Hill, #29).  In addition, she said, “We journal all of the 

time, and we write about the connections between what we are learning in math and 
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science.  There is no way they can read a triple beam balance without understanding 

decimals” (Hill, #10).  Ms. Fuller talked about a lesson she had designed in which the 

students pretended they were air traffic controllers planning safe flight routes using 

angles (Fuller, #12).  Finding ways to connect what students are learning in different 

subjects was a top priority for Ms. Batch.  “My teammates and I plan together so that we 

can ensure that the students see how the learning in all of our classrooms is related to 

bigger concepts, such as change and systems” (Batch, #6).  Ms. Brown took her students 

to a different setting to make the learning meaningful.  “We went to the gym to learn 

about parabolas.  What happens when a ball bounces and continues to bounce?” (Brown, 

#6).  Finally, Ms. Briggs shared that she and her teaching partner used recipes to teach 

the students about fractions because “the students really became engaged when we did 

something that was real-life” (Briggs, #26).  For five of these teachers, making the 

learning relevant to the students was a deliberate part of their instructional plan. 

Table 4.10.  Data Table Related to Research Question 1 

 

 Relevancy Creativity/ 

Resourcefulness 

Writing Technology 

Integration 

Use of 

Music 

Differentiation Humor/

Fun 

Use of 

Student 
Data 

Relationships 

Ms. 

Hill 
●● ●● ●●   ●● ● ●● ●● 

Ms. 
Hart 

 ●●  ●●      

Ms. 

Fuller 
● ●●  ●  ●● ● ●● ●● 

Ms. 
Batch 

● ●●  ●  ●● ● ●●  

Ms. 

Brown 
●   ●●   ● ●● ●● 

Ms. 

Briggs 
●   ● ● ●● ●   

Ms. 

Mills 
 ● ● ●●  ● ●   

Ms. 

Willet 
 ●●   ●  ●● ●● ●● 
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 Six of the teachers made statements that implied that they were creative and 

resourceful when planning for instruction.  In other words, they did not rely on one 

resource when planning for instruction, but rather pulled ideas from multiple resources 

and even used their imagination to create their own activities.  Ms. Hill stated, “I see 

problems with relying on only one resource for lessons.  I have always pulled from other 

things” (Hill, #27).  When referring to the district’s curriculum lessons, Ms. Hill said, 

“There are some lessons that are really good.  What scares me is that if we are forced to 

use one thing, we will lose kids” (Hill, #28).  Also referring to the district lessons, Ms. 

Hart shared, “I have never relied on them, but I do see a lot of teachers who do when I 

walk down the halls.  That tells me that they are really relying on them for success, and 

that is not where it is” (Hart, #21).  Ms. Fuller expressed, “I think the textbook is pretty 

worthless.  I think everything needs to be conceptual” (Fuller, #17).  She elaborated, “I 

spend a lot of time researching to find new ideas.  There are so many great websites 

packed full of engaging learning activities” (Fuller, #17).  Ms. Batch stated that Pinterest, 

a social network site devoted to sharing ideas, is her “new best friend because so many of 

the ideas are new and fresh” (Batch, #6).  Similarly, Ms. Mills discussed how she 

searches the internet for ideas on how to teach various mathematics concepts (Mills, 

#12).  Ms. Willett shared, “I love the fact that we have an order, a scope and sequence, 

but I also love the fact that we have flexibility in how we teach it.  I like to put my own 

personality into my lessons and use different resources to make the learning fun” (Willett, 

#27).  The majority of the participating teachers saw great value in using multiple 

resources, including their own creativity, when designing instruction rather than relying 

on one source, such as a textbook or a scripted lesson plan.   
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 Two of the teachers specifically mentioned writing as an important activity for 

student learning.  As previously shared, Ms. Hill stated, “They have to write.  They are 

writing every minute in my math class” (Hill, #9).  She also said, “When they write about 

math, I can see their thinking on paper” (Hill, #9).  Similarly, Ms. Mills shared that 

student writing allows her to “really get into their brains and see what they are thinking” 

(Mill, #4).  Since the district was in the middle of a large cross-curricular literacy 

initiative with a focus on writing, the researcher was not surprised that writing was 

mentioned by these teachers. 

 One of the most prevalent themes that emerged in the interview process was the 

use of instructional technology.  This phenomenon is logical given that the value-added 

data were calculated during the time that the district was rolling out massive amounts of 

classroom technology purchased through a bond election as well as through mathematics 

grants.  Six of the eight teachers specifically referenced how the use of technology had 

affected their instruction.  Ms. Hart stated, “The SMART Board has really freed me up to 

be more mobile in the classroom” (Hart, #20).  “It has increased student engagement 

because the kids love it” (Hart, #20).  Ms. Fuller discussed how she used the SMART 

Board and document camera as a way to facilitate small group instruction (Fuller, #17).  

Ms. Batch used the SMART Exchange website as a resource for finding engaging 

SMART Board lessons related to her learning objectives (Batch, #7).  The students in 

Ms. Brown’s class selected avatars that they used with SMART Board activities every 

day, even in taking attendance (Brown, #7).  She said, “I know it increases the 

engagement factor in a huge way.  The kids love it” (Brown, #7).  Ms. Brown and Ms. 

Mills used the Inspire calculators in their mathematics classes and believed that it 
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contributed to an increase in student learning (Brown, #7; Mills, #6).  Ms. Briggs 

confessed that she was “technology challenged” but that she was “incorporating the 

SMART Board into more lessons” with the help of her teaching partner (Briggs, #20).  

 Two teachers revealed that they found the use of music in the classroom to be a 

contributor to student learning.  Ms. Briggs declared, “Students have to get up and move.  

I use a lot of songs.  We used to sing a song about the area of a triangle that went to the 

tune of Happy Birthday.  Kids still tell me that they remember that song” (Briggs, #17). 

Ms. Willett shared, “I have done more with music for the last three years.  I have used 

music to teach various things like conjunctions, how to do a summary, and other things.  I 

know music has made a lasting impression because kids will come back and tell me that 

they remember the songs” (Mills, #6).  Because it increased student engagement and/or 

assisted in long term memory, these two teachers intentionally used music as an 

instructional strategy in the classroom.   

 Becoming more skilled at differentiating their instruction to meet the individual 

needs of students was extensively discussed by five of the eight teachers.  Ms. Hill 

reflected, “I really had to work on how to break the math down into baby steps for the 

kids without a strong foundation in numeration” (Hill, #5).  In addition, she said, “You 

have to have a bag of tricks for different kids” (Hill, #10).  Ms. Fuller revealed that she 

did not always plan her lessons according to her high, medium, and low kids in the past, 

but it had become part of her regular routine in recent years (Fuller, #11).  More 

profoundly, she said, “You cannot teach all of the children in a class the same way.  I 

have become much more skilled in how to differentiate, from the content, to the 

presentation, to the assessment” (Fuller, #11).  Ms. Batch stated, “Every child learns 
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differently, and I have become better at figuring out how to teach them the way that they 

learn.  That is why I use small group instruction most of the time” (Batch #8).  Ms. 

Briggs shared, “From year to year you have different kids who need different things” 

(Briggs, #9).  Finally, Ms. Mills said that with more time for mathematics, she was “able 

to work with students one-on-one in order to meet their individual needs” (Mills, #4).  By 

becoming better at differentiating their instruction, these teachers believed that they 

focused on individual needs and increased student learning.  

 All but one of the teachers talked about the importance of humor and fun in the 

classroom.  Sometimes, the fun took place in the form of competition.  Ms. Hill used 

thermometers in her class to chart which group achieved goals, and the reward was to 

have extra time to play games (Hill, #30).  Similarly, Ms. Willett kept a star chart on the 

wall to record which class had read the most books (Willett, #8).  Ms. Briggs discussed 

playing games “because the kids don’t even know that they are learning” (Briggs, #17).  

When referring to a lesson that she thought was boring, Ms. Fuller said, “I have to make 

this fun.  If it is not fun for me, it is going to be hard to make it fun for the kids.  So I 

changed it” (Fuller, #17).  She also shared, “If they are laughing, if there is humor 

involved, they are going to be engaged” (Fuller, #17).  Ms. Batch said that her students 

liked it when she was “acting silly” because it “livened up the classroom and captured 

their attention” (Batch, #8).  Ms. Brown actually revealed that she asked her students 

what she could do differently to make the learning more fun for them (Brown, #18).  And 

Ms. Mills stated that she always asked herself, “What would make this lesson more fun 

for my students?” (Mills, #11).  Most of the participants recognized that humor, when 

used appropriately in the classroom, was a powerful tool that engaged their students. 
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 Using student data to inform instructional decisions was discussed by five of the 

eight teachers.  This is understandable given that teachers had more access to data during 

the three years of the study than in prior years with the use of six weeks assessments, a 

data dashboard, and other progress monitoring programs.  While not specifically sharing 

how she did it, Ms. Hill stated, “I track my kids.  I know where they were and where they 

are going and that drives my groups for intervention and tutoring” (Hill, #27).  She also 

stated, “This year, we had a 53% gain in math as a campus after we started using more 

cooperative learning” (Hill, #3).  Ms. Fuller discussed how she used data to create her 

learning groups.  “I would pull their assessment data from Eduphoria and highlight my 

quartiles.  The stations were heterogeneously grouped, but the teacher station was 

grouped by quartiles so that I could differentiate the instruction” (Fuller, #7).  Ms. Fuller 

was the only teacher who revealed that she used the tertile data from value-added to 

adjust her planning for higher-level learners.  (Fuller, #2).  Ms. Batch talked about how 

she used the six weeks assessment data to determine which mathematics skills needed to 

be reviewed through morning sponge activities (Batch, #6).  Both Ms. Brown and Ms. 

Willett acknowledged that not only did they use data as teachers, but their students used 

their own data in their classrooms.  Ms. Brown shared, “I think the numbers don’t lie.  

Being able to see their own data and determine how they felt when they tackled it a 

second time is very helpful” (Brown, #5).  Likewise, Ms. Willett stated, “When they saw 

their own data and saw their improvement, they were so motivated to learn more and 

become better readers” (Willett, #14).  These five teachers took advantage of the 

expanded access to student data and used it to drive teaching and learning in their 

classrooms.   
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 Finally, half of the participants were passionate about developing relationships 

with students as a foundation for academic success.  Ms. Hart confessed, “It is our love 

for kids.  It is about forming relationships with them.  That is what this is all about” 

(Hart, #7).  When talking about how to help a struggling teacher, she said, “If somebody 

can help her have control, then she can form relationships and teach” (Hart, #13).  Ms. 

Fuller stated that she works diligently to “build trust and confidence” with her students.  

“They have to know that I am on their side and care about who they are as learners and as 

people” (Fuller, #8).  Ms. Brown said, “I think probably one of the biggest things that 

helped me was knowing that the better relationships I have with my students, the harder 

they are going to work and grow” (Brown, #3).  She elaborated, “So, I have really tried to 

work on the communication part and the relationship part of what happens in our 

classroom environment and making sure the students feel safe” (Brown, #3).  Ms. Willett 

stated, “The number one thing, more than anything, is that I focused on relationships.  If I 

have that relationship established, they will listen to me and try to do anything for me as 

far as what I am wanting them to learn” (Willett, #6).  The remarks of these four teachers 

exposed their deep belief that students must know that their teachers care about them in 

order for them to create a healthy learning environment.  

 In conclusion, while multiple instructional practices were discussed throughout 

the interviews as possible factors in the growth of the eight teachers, two characteristics 

prevailed.  First, using humor in the classroom as a way to capture students’ attention and 

keep them engaged was mentioned by all but one of the teachers.  Secondly, the theme 

with the most coded references was the teachers’ ability to use their own creativity and 

multiple resources when designing learning experiences for their students.  Using humor 
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and being resourceful in lesson design were closely followed by differentiating 

instruction and integrating technology.  That being said, all of the practices revealed in 

the study were considered by these eight teachers to be factors in their growth as 

professionals.  

Research Question 2: What professional learning facilitated the changes in practice 

made by the teachers? 

 This research question was designed to determine how these eight teachers 

learned new ways of teaching and thinking about their work.  To answer this question, 

the researcher included the following questions in the interview process: 

 What types of professional learning have you participated in that may have 

contributed to this growth? 

 How do you prefer to learn new strategies? 

During the first interview, two additional questions were asked as follow-up questions 

and were then added to the question list for the other participants. 

 What advice would you give to a struggling teacher? 

 Do you have PLCs on your campus?  If so, how do they operate? 

 As depicted in Table 4.11, five themes materialized in the responses to these 

questions.  These themes were specific professional development trainings (which were 

called workshops, in-services, trainings, classes, courses, and sessions), PLCs (or 

professional learning communities), informal collaboration with colleagues, and personal 

reflection.  As with the first research question, if the teacher did not share anything 

pertaining to a node, the cell is empty.  If the teacher mentioned something related to the 
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node once in her discussion, the cell contains one dot.  If the node was more prevalent in 

the teacher’s responses by being mentioned multiple times, the cell contains two dots. 

Table 4.11.  Data Table Related to Research Question 2 

 

 Specific 

Training 

PLCs Informal 

Collaboration 

Personal 

Reflection 

Ms. Hill ●● ●● ●● ●● 

Ms. Hart ●● ●● ●● ● 

Ms. Fuller ●● ●● ●● ●● 

Ms. Batch ●● ●● ●● ●● 

Ms. Brown ●● ●● ●● ●● 

Ms. Briggs ●● ●● ●●  

Ms. Mills ●● ●● ●● ●● 

Ms. Willet ●● ●● ●●  

 

 When asked about what professional development activities may have contributed 

to their growth, all eight teachers immediately answered by stating specific training 

sessions that they had found to be beneficial to their learning.  In order to maintain 

anonymity, the researcher has chosen not to disclose which teachers attended which 

trainings.  Instead, the training sessions mentioned in the interviews and the number of 

teachers who attended them are listed in Table 4.12.  The training sessions are listed in 

random order.  

Table 4.12.  Training Sessions Mentioned by Participants  

 

Training Sessions Number of Participants 

Who Attended  
The District’s Summer Leadership Institute (District-Initiated) 2 

Rigor and Relevance (International Center for Leadership in 

Education) 

1 

Math Forward (Texas Instruments) 2 

Worksheets Don’t Grow Dendrites (Dr. Marsha Tate) 2 

CHAMPS (Positive Behavior Support) 1 

SMART Board Trainings (District-Initiated) 3 

Algebra Institute (District-Initiated) 1 

Campus Academic Leader Trainings (District-Initiated) 2 
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Teaching in Stations (District-Initiated) 2 

Graduate School 2 

Brain Research (Education Service Center) 1 

Geometry Training (District-Initiated) 1 

Using Apps in the Classroom (District-Initiated) 1 

 

 The researcher attempted to make connections between the teachers and the 

training sessions they had attended, but she was unable to ascertain any distinct patterns.  

Instead, the researcher resolved to highlight two commonalities in the way the teachers 

capitalized on the trainings they had attended.   

 First, five participants insinuated that a training session was worthwhile if they 

could walk away with at least one piece of information that they could immediately put to 

use in the classroom.  Ms. Hill shared, “As long as I can get one or two things out of PD 

that makes me think differently about things, then it is worthwhile” (Hill, #15).  More 

proactively, Ms. Fuller said, “I make it a personal mission to find something in every 

workshop to take back and try.  If I don’t learn something, it is my own fault” (Fuller, 

#18).  Similarly, Ms. Batch shared, “I think I have always discovered at least one golden 

nugget” (Batch, #9).  Ms. Brown confessed, “Just the fact that I have the opportunity to 

open my eyes to something that might work is beneficial” (Brown, #9).  Practicality is at 

the forefront for Ms. Mills.  “I love to leave a workshop with a handout so I know how to 

use it the next day and practice it immediately” (Mills, #12).  These five teachers clearly 

attended training sessions with the purpose of mining practical strategies to use in their 

classrooms.   

 Secondly, four teachers discussed how much they had benefitted from training 

sessions when they were actively participating rather than passively listening to a lecture.  

When describing a particular training, Ms. Fuller said, “We actually stood on our tape 
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and literally rotated through the stations so we could get the feeling of what to do” 

(Fuller, #18).  When learning a new task, she said, “I want to be able to move” (Fuller, 

#18).  Ms. Batch talked about a training session in which she actually completed a 

graphic organizer in a cooperative group, just as she would if she were using it with 

students, so that she understood the activity from the perspective of the students (Batch, 

#12).  She added, “I can’t stand to be lectured to.  I want to be involved” (Batch, #7).  

Ms. Mills discussed a training session in which she not only learned about the foldable, 

but had the chance to make the foldable, and then “brainstorm with other teachers about 

how to use the foldable in class” (Mills, #6).  Ms. Willett said, “I love to learn new 

strategies by actually practicing them” (Willett, #11).  Therefore, practicality and active 

learning were the attributes of professional training sessions most valued by the teachers.   

 Even though specific training sessions were the first thing to come to the 

participants’ minds when they heard the words professional learning, the Professional 

Learning Communities model emerged as valuable formal learning structure for the eight 

participants, despite differences in the characteristics of them from campus to campus. 

Two of the teachers acknowledged that PLCs were important to their practice, but they 

expressed displeasure with the infrequency of them at their schools.  Ms. Hill confided, “I 

think we talk a lot about how we need time, but I don’t think we do a very good job of 

carving out the time to collaborate” (Hill, #17).  However, with a change in leadership in 

her school, Ms. Hill seemed hopeful that this would improve.  “Our new principal 

believes in PLCs and has promised to arrange the schedule so that we can meet weekly 

during the work day” (Hill, #17).  Ms. Fuller said, “I was a little disappointed this year in 

our PLCs.  One after the other was cancelled.  Honestly, we only had one formal one last 
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year.  As a result, I didn’t feel as connected to the other math teachers as I have in past 

years” (Fuller, #21).   

 The opposite was true for the other six participants in that PLCs were consistent 

and meaningful in their schools.  Ms. Hart stated, “We meet weekly in grade level teams 

and monthly in our vertical math team.  We look at our data, share strategies, and plan 

lessons together” (Hart, #20).  Similarly, Ms. Batch shared, “I don’t know where our 

school would be if we had not been meeting in PLCs regularly for the last three years.  

They are just part of what we do now.  Our math PLC used to meet once every six weeks, 

but we have changed that to every other week because I had so much to share with them” 

(Batch, #7).  Ms. Brown said, “We get together and talk as an entire department and then 

we can talk across grade levels.  We can visit with each other and ask about what we are 

seeing with fractions.  We meet regularly and it really helps to keep us heading in the 

right direction” (Brown, #11).  “We are required to meet once a week.  We look at our 

instructional focus documents and see how to adjust it to meet the needs of our low kids,” 

said Ms. Briggs (Briggs, #21).  When discussing PLCs on her campus, Ms. Mills said, “It 

was time well spent because we collaborated on what works instructionally and we 

planned really strong lessons” (Mills, #12).  She elaborated, “They have a tremendous 

effect on student learning” (Mills, #12).  Ms. Willett summed it up when she stated, “Our 

PLCs are such a blessing” (Willett, #11).  Clearly, all eight teachers in the study 

acknowledged the benefit of having strong PLCs on the campuses and considered them to 

be contributing factors to their growth as teachers.   

 While PLCs were a formal structure to facilitate collaboration, the researcher 

realized that more casual, informal dialog with fellow teachers also played an important 
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role in improving the practice of these eight teachers.  None of these teachers worked in 

isolation.  Ms. Hill shared, “The other fifth grade teacher and I are very good friends, on 

campus and off of campus.  We do a lot of thing together.  We are constantly 

collaborating on how to work with this child or how to teach this concept” (Hill, #17). 

When referring to her grade level, Ms. Hart shared, “We rely on each other tremendously.  

I can’t imagine what teaching would be like if you didn’t trust and care about your team” 

(Hart, #12).  She also discussed how she had built a network with other teachers around 

the district who taught the same thing she did.  “We email or call each other all of the 

time and say, ‘Hey, how did this activity work for you?’” (Hart, #12).  Ms. Fuller, who 

happened to be one of the teachers in Ms. Hart’s network, stated, “My partner and I 

‘PLCed” every moment we could.  I think that is more powerful anyway, as long as the 

culture of the school is constructive.  We problem solve together all of the time” (Fuller, 

#21).  Ms. Batch actually called her grade level team her “posse” (Batch, #7).  Ms. 

Brown stated, “I always like to talk to people that I work with because they have good 

ideas.  I like to pick somebody else’s brain and hear what they have to say.  That is 

always helpful” (Brown, #11).  When talking about working with her co-teacher, Ms. 

Briggs shared, “If I couldn’t collaborate with her, I wouldn’t enjoy teaching as much.  

She has been my lifesaver” (Briggs, #23).  Ms. Mills talked about how her mathematics 

team took her under their wings when she was a new teacher.  “Wow!  I don’t know how 

I would have survived without them in my first couple of years.  And we still bounce 

ideas off of each other every day.  We eat lunch together.  We go out sometimes after 

work.  We just really like each other” (Mills, #12).  Ms. Willett said, “We are like a 

family.  We are there for each other in good times and in hard times” (Willett, #16).  In 
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addition to more formal PLC structures, these eight teachers all considered their 

comrades to be germane to their ongoing success and happiness as teachers.  

 While trainings, PLCs, and informal collegial relationships were critical factors in 

the professional lives of all eight of these teachers, six of them actually revealed a more 

intrinsic influence on their growth: the ability to be a reflective practitioner.  Ms. Hill 

confessed that one of her greatest weaknesses was her tendency to become lazy with 

planning.  “I find myself just kind of flying by the seat of my pants for a while and I have 

to reign myself back in.  I think that is fairly common for teachers who have been doing 

this for a long time, but that doesn’t make it right because each year’s group of students 

needs different things” (Hill, #27).  She also discussed how she reflects on each lesson 

after it is taught.  She said, “I have taught this lesson and I made notes to myself so that I 

will remember what adjustments to make the next time” (Hill, #27).  Ms. Hart stated, “I 

always look back to the way I taught it and ask myself what worked and what didn’t 

work.  I want to get better” (Hart, #24).  Ms. Fuller shared, “I always feel sorry for my 

first period class.  I refine my lesson as I teach it throughout the day.  I guess I should 

rotate when I teach the lesson the first time to be fair” (Fuller, #24).  More pointedly, Ms. 

Fuller confided, “To be honest, I am very self-critical.  There is not a class that goes by 

that I don’t reflect on what worked and what didn’t.  And I think of ways to fix what 

didn’t” (Fuller, #20).  Ms. Batch shared, “I have a hard time sleeping sometimes because 

I lie in bed and think about the day and what I did well and what I could have done 

differently” (Batch, #12).  When discussing what advice she would give to a struggling 

teacher, Ms. Brown stated, “There is always some way to go back and reflect and take 

everything apart and tweak it so that it works in the classroom” (Brown, #18).  In 
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addition, she said, “It is a constant self-look.  You know, what did I do today that I could 

have done better?  I really push myself that way” (Brown, #17).  Ms. Mills revealed true 

self-awareness when she discussed how her personality sometimes clashed with what 

students needed.  “I can be a real go with the flow person.  But students need more 

structure” (Mills, #11).  In addition to more overt, visible professional learning 

opportunities, these six teachers were clearly people who consciously reflected on their 

practice regularly and adjusted their instruction based on what they had gleaned from that 

reflection.   

 In conclusion, all eight teachers benefitted from professional training and most of 

them admitted that it was most valuable when it was practical and when they could be 

actively involved in the learning process.  In addition, all eight of them learned through 

collaboration with colleagues, whether it was in formal PLC structures or in informal, 

regular dialog with other teachers.  Lastly, six of the eight teachers revealed that they 

learned from being metacognitive about their practice.   

Research Question 3:  What role did principals have in the professional growth of 

the teachers who improved in their value-added effectiveness? 

 This research question was designed to determine what leadership behaviors 

served to help these eight teachers grow in their effectiveness.  In order to excavate 

specific contributing behaviors of principals from the interviews, the researcher asked the 

following questions: 

 What conversations have you had with your principal regarding your teacher-level 

data? 

 In what ways does your principal support and encourage you? 
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While the responses to these two questions generated a great amount of data, the role that 

the principals served in helping these teachers grow emerged in the answers to the 

questions regarding instructional practices and professional learning as well.   

 As delineated in Table 4.13, the leadership behaviors shared in the interviews was 

categorized into four distinct nodes: presence in the classroom, instructional guidance, 

trust and recognition, and school culture.  As with the first two research questions, if the 

teacher did not share anything pertaining to a node, the cell is empty.  If the teacher 

mentioned something related to the node once in her discussion, the cell contains one dot.  

If the node was more prevalent in the teacher’s responses by being mentioned multiple 

times, the cell contains two dots. 

 Five of the eight participants specifically stated that their principals conducted 

regular walkthroughs and observations in their classrooms.  Ms. Hill stated, “He would 

just walk in the classroom for ten or fifteen minutes and sit down with a group of kids.  

He saw what they were doing” (Hill, #21).  She added, “He would come in and do a lot of 

spot checks” (Hill, #21).  Ms. Fuller shared that her principal was in her room “three or 

four times a day” and that “he was a presence that the kids saw” (Fuller, #23).  Ms. 

Batch’s principal also conducted regular classroom visits.  “She came in almost every day 

and talked to the students about what they were learning” (Batch, #12).  While 

walkthroughs were not specifically mentioned by Ms. Mills, she implied that they 

occurred when she discussed feedback she had received from them (Mills, #9).  Ms. 

Willett stated that, “She has seen me work for the last seven years” (Willett, #14).  She 

also shared that she enjoyed her “coming into my classroom to see what we are doing” 
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(Willett, #14).  For five of the teachers, their principals’ presence in their classrooms was 

appreciated and considered to be a factor in their success. 

Table 4.13.  Data Table Related to Research Question 3 

 

 Presence in 

the 

Classroom 

Instructional 

Guidance 

Trust/Recognition School 

Culture 

Ms. Hill ●● ●● ●●  

Ms. Hart   ●● ●● 

Ms. Fuller ●  ●● ●● 

Ms. Batch ●  ●●  

Ms. Brown  ●● ●●  

Ms. Briggs  ●● ●● ●● 

Ms. Mills ● ●● ●●  

Ms. Willet ●  ●● ●● 

 

 Although the visibility of the principal in the instructional setting was important 

to the majority of the teachers, only half of the teachers mentioned that their principals 

provided instructional guidance.  Three of the four teachers who discussed instructional 

guidance were the actual recipients of this guidance.  For Ms. Brown, her assistant 

principal was valuable with regard to looking at data.  She said, “He was really good at 

helping us develop programs to look at the data and make it relative to what we were 

doing in the classroom” (Brown, #15).  When talking about a former assistant principal, 

Ms. Briggs stated, “He said that measurement was a low area on TAKS, so he suggested 

that I incorporate more measurement questions into daily activities and bell ringers, like a 

spiral review” (Briggs, #11).  Likewise, with regard to her principal and assistant 

principal, Ms. Mills shared, “They are very supportive in giving us feedback.  If they 

know I am struggling in an area, like classroom management, they help me problem 

solve.  They don’t just say, ‘here’s your problem, now go fix it.’  They give me the tools 
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to fix it” (Mills, #9).  The other teacher was not a direct recipient of the instructional 

advice, but she expressed a belief that it would happen if it were needed.  Ms. Hill stated, 

“I knew that if he came in and saw that I wasn’t doing the job, he would do something 

about it” (Hill, #21).  Only half of the teachers mentioned that their principals’ 

instructional advice was important to their growth as teachers.   

 Paramount to the growth of all eight teachers was the manner in which their 

principals demonstrated that they trusted them as professionals and recognized their 

efforts.  In the beginning of the analysis phase, the researcher created trust and 

recognition as separate nodes.  However, as the researcher proceeded in the coding, it 

became evident that these concepts were tightly connected and often used 

interchangeably.  Therefore, the nodes were combined into one category.  Only one 

teacher described having trust, but not recognition.  When discussing her principal, Ms. 

Hart stated, “I know she has confidence in me, but I don’t always hear that” (Hart, #24).  

However, her longing for recognition was evident when she discussed her husband’s 

principal at another campus.  “My husband says he is always in his room and tells him he 

is doing a great job.  That is so important, and I plan to do that when I am a principal” 

(Hart, #24).  Ms. Briggs, the teacher with the lowest value-added scores, expressed a lack 

of trust and recognition from her principal.  She said, “If the principal can make that 

teacher feel like they are worthwhile and that they are doing a good job, then it just 

makes the teacher more motivated.  I don’t have that right now.  I don’t ever hear 

anything positive, and she doesn’t want me to teach math next year” (Briggs, #22).   

 The remaining six teachers all shared examples of experiencing both trust and 

recognition from their principals.  Ms. Hill shared, “I appreciate the trust and I think it is 
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the mark of a good leader” (Hill, #21).  Ms. Fuller stated, “He supported us by trusting 

us.  I am not trying to imply that he didn’t care, because he very much cared about how 

we were teaching and learning.  He was always positive, positive, positive” (Fuller, #23).  

She elaborated, “He trusted, he never questioned what we were doing, and that was 

delightful” (Fuller, #23).  Similarly, Ms. Batch stated, “It feels good to know that your 

principal has confidence in you.  She tells me that I am her rock star teacher” (Batch, #8). 

Ms. Brown shared, “Most of what I remember was principals just putting a task in front 

of us and telling us it was our job to make sure we were doing the right things for our 

students.  I can appreciate that trust and motivation” (Brown, #17).  For Ms. Mills, 

handwritten notes were an important form of recognition.  She said, “They also write us 

handwritten notes to say thank you.  That takes a lot of time and effort, and I really 

appreciate that” (Mills, #9).  Ms. Willett said, “Whatever I need, she will get it for me 

one way or another because she knows I will put it into practice.  More importantly, 

though, she trusts me.  She has seen me work for the last seven years, and she knows I 

will do whatever it takes to help students learn, so she values my opinion” (Willett, #14).  

She elaborated, “She validates my teaching through personal notes of encouragement, 

coming into my classroom to see what we are doing, and rejoicing in successes with me.  

Every teacher needs that whether they admit it or not” (Willett, #14).  Without question, 

all eight teachers acknowledged that the validation of their practice through trust and 

recognition from their administrators was a factor that motivated them to grow as 

professionals.   

 While not as overtly prevalent as the behaviors related to providing trust and 

recognition, another more subtle theme emerged from the interviews: behaviors related to 
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building school culture.  The comments made by four teachers with regard to school 

culture were not always as explicitly tied to the principal, but the researcher knew from 

her experiences in schools that the school culture was cultivated by the leader.  As part of 

her graduate program, Ms. Hart spent time shadowing her husband’s principal.  She said, 

“It is a different climate and culture than what I have, and I was glad to see that.  I have 

experienced that type of environment before, and I believe a positive culture is important 

in order for teachers to thrive” (Hart, #24).  When talking about her school, Ms. Fuller 

stated, “The culture of the school is we all try our very best.  It is not that we don’t ever 

have bad days.  But we are there to help each other teach our students” (Fuller, #21).  Ms. 

Briggs shared, “It all goes back to a happy faculty equals a happy study body.  It is a 

culture thing” (Briggs, #22).  Ms. Willett stated, “Our principal has created a culture of 

high expectations.  Yet, we know we have the support we need to reach those 

expectations” (Willett, #14).  She added, “It all starts at the top” (Willett, #14).  These 

four teachers understood that the culture of their schools was a result of the leadership 

behaviors of their principals.   

 In conclusion, the eight teachers in this study provided clear examples of the 

importance of the principal in fostering teacher growth.  Without question, the principals 

who demonstrated trust and recognized the work of teachers motivated them to grow as 

professionals.  Secondly, the majority of these teachers valued the presence of their 

principals in their classrooms.  Half of the teachers attributed their growth to the direct 

instructional guidance of their principals, and half of them recognized that the culture of 

the school, most likely cultivated by the principal, was a contributing factor.   
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Research Question 4:  In what ways did teachers who improved in their value-added 

effectiveness use the data to inform instruction? 

 The researcher designed this question in order to understand if the teachers used 

their teacher-level value-added data to inform their instruction, and if so, how.  To gather 

this information, the researcher asked the following questions: 

 Are you aware of your value-added teacher effectiveness data?  If so, how did you 

learn about it? 

 What do you know about the tertiles of student groups?  How did you learn about 

this?  In what ways have you used this information to guide decisions?   

 As the researcher proceeded with the interviews, it became clear that each teacher 

fell into one of three categories.  Only one teacher provided evidence that indicated she 

had a clear knowledge of value-added data, including the teacher-level value-added 

scores.  Four of the teachers made statements that demonstrated knowledge of campus-

level value-added data, but not the teacher-level scores.  Three teachers actually made 

remarks that exposed their misconceptions of value-added data.  Table 4.14 outlines the 

three categories and where each teacher fell (indicated by a dot) based on their responses 

to the questions above.  When the researcher asked the questions related to value-added 

data, four teachers mentioned the monetary awards that were distributed by the district, 

even though these awards were not based on teacher-level value-added data.  Two of the 

four teachers brought up the award money more than once.  

Table 4.14.  Data Table Related to Research Question 4  

 

 Clear 

Knowledge of 

Value-Added 

Clear 

Knowledge of 

School Value-

No Indication of 

Understanding 

Value-Added 

Discussed the 

Monetary 

Awards Tied to 



 Texas Tech University, Kathryn Rollo, December 2013 

126 

Data, including 

Teacher Level 

Value-Added 

Data 

Added Data, 

but not 

Teacher-Level 

Data 

Data Value-Added 

Data 

Ms. Hill   ●  

Ms. Hart  ●  ●● 

Ms. Fuller ●   ● 

Ms. Batch  ●   

Ms. Brown   ●  

Ms. Briggs   ● ● 

Ms. Mills  ●  ●● 

Ms. Willet  ●   

 

 Ms. Fuller was the only teacher of the eight who provided evidence of knowing 

her value-added data, including her teacher level report.  She stated, “On our campus, 

everybody scurried to the computer at the first available moment after we heard that the 

reports were ready.  There is just a real intrinsic motivation for us to see how we do and 

know about our strengths and weaknesses” (Fuller, #1).  Of all eight teachers, Ms. Fuller 

was the only one who did not react with surprise when the researcher showed her the 

reports.  She said, “Oh yes, there they are” (Fuller, #1).  When asked how she had learned 

about value-added data, she said that her assistant principal shared what was available, 

but the online courses were the most helpful tool (Fuller, #3).  “I was very comfortable on 

the Battelle site and have gone back to those courses many times” (Fuller, #3).  Her 

understanding of the tertile information was also evident.  She said, “The first year, my 

highest students were my lowest bar, and that bugged me.” (Fuller, #4).  Most 

importantly, Ms. Fuller used the data to make instructional decisions.  She stated, “I 

didn’t want to neglect any one group of students for the sake of another, so I started using 

more differentiation in my classroom” (Fuller, #4). 
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 Four of the teachers said that they knew about their value-added data, but they 

reacted with surprise when the researcher showed the reports.  It was evident that they 

had not seen the information before.  However, they provided statements that indicated 

that they had some accurate knowledge about value-added data at the campus level.  Ms. 

Hart stated, “I remember when we started talking about value-added and I really didn’t 

understand what it meant for me.  But, now I know that it is looking at the progress my 

students make, not just at whether or not they passed the test” (Hart, #4).  She elaborated, 

“It really validated me more than scores” (Hart, #4).  Ms. Batch was also caught off 

guard by her teacher level report, but she referred to an analogy used by the district to 

teach value-added.  She stated, “It is good to know that I was able to take my students 

more than one way around the track” (Batch, #1).  Ms. Mills shared, “I didn’t know that I 

had a teacher-level report.  Wow, that is cool!  It is good to know that you are making 

progress with your kids, especially when you are in a low-performing school” (Mills, #1).  

Ms. Willett thought she was familiar with her teacher-level data, but then she stated, “I 

had no idea!  This is very encouraging” (Willett, #1).  However, Ms. Willett was 

knowledgeable about value-added in general.  “I learned about it through training at my 

school and through the website courses.  The biggest thing I remember was sitting down 

with my principal and her sharing the graphs with me.  I realized that I didn’t have to be 

‘green’ to be good” (Willett, #1).  When asked about the student tertile groups, Ms. 

Willett said, “Okay, I didn’t know they were called that.  That is good to know.  I really 

thought my highest growth would be with my lowest students, but it wasn’t.  It was with 

my middle students.  I really wanted to get better with my higher students.  It is good to 

know that this is available” (Willett, #3).  Even though the teacher-level reports were new 
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to these four teachers, they at least had a basic knowledge of value-added data in general, 

so the researcher found it easy to share the teacher-level information with them.   

 Three teachers made statements that exposed misconceptions regarding value-

added data.  Ms. Hill stated, “I told my principal, ‘I cannot promise you STAAR scores, 

but I can promise you value-added scores’ because we had so many kids who were so 

low, I knew that they were going to show more than one year’s growth” (Hill, #3).  This 

statement alone indicated that she had a basic understanding of value-added data.  But 

she also said, “We looked at the new value-added graphs each six weeks and I could see 

the progress my students were making” (Hill, #1).  Because value-added is only 

calculated once a year, Ms. Hill revealed that she had possibly confused six weeks 

assessment data with value-added data.  Similarly, the teacher-level value-added report 

was foreign to Ms. Brown.  She recalled the math coach sharing information about the 

campus-level data at the beginning of the year.  Prior to that, she said that the school had 

an assistant principal who “gave us printouts and told us how to read the information” 

(Brown, #2).  “It was about two years ago that everything was really explained.  That was 

probably the first time I got the best understanding . . . what exactly it means when it 

drops below or is up above” (Brown, #2).  But, later in the conversation, Ms. Brown 

talked about how they looked at value-added each six weeks, leading the researcher to 

wonder if she was also confusing the six weeks assessments with value-added data 

(Brown, #7).  Ms. Briggs responded with “I know they gave me a print out at the end of 

year summative . . . I don’t know . . . that graph that has bars going up and going below.  

It never looked all that promising, so I didn’t really know.  I really didn’t think it was 

good, and I didn’t have it explained very well . . . what it represented” (Briggs, #10).  
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When discussing why her team didn’t get the monetary award, she stated, “But, it wasn’t 

my fault.  It was the group of kids that I had.  They were really low and many of them 

were special education” (Briggs, #11).  While all three of these teachers had obviously 

been exposed to value-added data, they made statements that unveiled some 

misconceptions about it.  

 As discussed in Chapter III, the monetary award program developed by the 

district was not based on teacher-level value-added data, but rather on campus and 

content area value-added data.  While the data set used in both is the same, the 

calculations differ.  Therefore, the researcher was surprised that it was mentioned in the 

interviews.  However, because half of the teachers discussed the monetary award, the 

researcher felt that the topic was worthy of reporting.  The four teachers who mentioned 

the money had actually received an award based on their campus and content area value-

added data.  Three of these teachers shared that the award was a motivating factor in their 

improvement.  Ms. Fuller stated, “It just seemed like everybody, whether they got a 

higher award or a lower award really appreciated the acknowledgement of growth” 

(Fuller, #8).  She added, “It was a big deal” (Fuller, #8).  Even more enthusiastically, Ms. 

Mills shared, “I just know that I logged in and saw that I was getting some money, and 

that was extremely exciting.  I knew it had something to do with my kids improving” 

(Mills, #1).  Ms. Briggs was frustrated when the mathematics team did not receive an 

award the first year, so with guidance from her assistant principal, she added more 

measurement to daily practice.  “We did that, and the next year the math team was 

awarded some money, so it worked” (Briggs, #11).  Even though Ms. Hart received a 

monetary award, she acknowledged some challenges it caused on her campus.  She said, 
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“There was a teacher crying because another teacher told her that it was her fault that we 

didn’t get money because her scores were low” (Hart, #4).  But she also stated, “So I see 

that drawback, but I think leadership and individual expectations really make a 

difference.  The money is really not going to satisfy you and motivate you to grow.  It is 

about hope.  I think that is what value-added is meant to do if people don’t get so 

wrapped up in the money” (Hart, #4).  While the reaction to the monetary award was 

different for each teacher, these four teachers acknowledged that it was a factor to be 

considered.   

 In summary, the researcher found that only one teacher had knowledge of her 

teacher-level value-added teacher effectiveness scores and used the data to make 

instructional decisions.  Four teachers had basic knowledge of value-added data in 

general but were not at all familiar with their teacher-level data.  While having been 

exposed to value-added data, three teachers made statements that led the researcher to 

conclude that they had some misconceptions regarding value-added data.  Four of the 

eight teachers connected their knowledge of value-added data to the monetary award 

system in the district.   

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, the researcher presented the findings of this study and shared how 

she had analyzed those findings.  The chapter began with a review of the research 

questions and the data collection and analysis methods used.  Next, the researcher 

presented the within-case findings and analysis for each of the eight participants.  The 

researcher provided demographic information about each teacher and her school, her 

value-added teacher effectiveness data, contextual information about the interview, a 
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summary of the interview, and the theme(s) that emerged from the discussion. 

Individually, each case served as a view into the values, thoughts, and practices of a 

educator who has improved her effectiveness as a teacher.  Finally, in order to draw 

conclusions, the researcher outlined the across-case findings and analysis, arranged by 

the four research questions guiding the study.  
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CHAPTER V 

INTERPRETATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

 The plethora of literature regarding effective teaching practices is based upon 

studies of educators with demonstrated levels of student achievement (Good & Brophy, 

2008; Kounin, 1970; Lezotte & Snyder, 2011; Marzano et al., 2001).  A few recent 

studies actually link teaching practices to high teacher effectiveness scores (Darling-

Hammond, 2010; Kennedy et al., 2012; Stronge et al., 2007).  Although the benefit of 

understanding the practices of consistently strong teachers is extremely valuable and 

well-documented, the knowing-doing gap is still prevalent in educational practice.  To 

improve schools, attention must be focused on improving practice.  The researcher found 

that the knowledge base on how and why less effective teachers improve their practice 

was nebulous at best.  The role of the principal in facilitating the professional growth of a 

teacher as measured by value-added teacher effectiveness scores was virtually non-

existent.  The goal of the researcher was to explore how and why teachers improve in 

their practice as measured by their value-added teacher effectiveness scores and what role 

their principals played in that documented growth.  Additionally, the researcher sought to 

determine if teachers’ knowledge of their effectiveness scores served as a factor in 

increasing effectiveness.   

 The following research questions guided the study: 

1. What changes did teachers who improved in their value-added effectiveness 

scores make in their instructional practice? 

2. What professional learning facilitated the changes in instructional practice 

made by the teachers? 
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3. What role did principals have in the professional growth of the teachers who 

improved in their value-added effectiveness? 

4. In what ways did teachers who improved in their value-added effectiveness 

use the data to inform instruction? 

 Guided by these research questions, the researcher conducted a collective case 

study of eight teachers from a public urban school district in West Texas that served 

approximately 30,000 students.  Eight teachers, who all had demonstrated growth in their 

value-added teacher effectiveness scores over a three-year period, were interviewed.  The 

interviews were transcribed, reviewed, and coded thematically using NVivo 10 to 

identify patterns related to the research questions, both within each case and across all 

eight cases.  

 In this final chapter, the researcher provides a summary of the results, followed by 

a discussion of the conclusions as they relate to the research on professional 

development, the principal as an instructional leader, and measuring teacher effectiveness 

with value-added data.  The Leadership for Learning Framework, which served as a 

theoretical map for this study, will be reexamined as it relates to these outcomes.  Next, 

implications for practice and recommendations in the areas of professional development 

and the principal as the instructional leader will be outlined.  Finally, through the lens of 

the limitations and delimitations of the study, the researcher describes the implications 

for future research to enhance the generalizability and continue to add to the limited 

knowledge base on teacher improvement.     
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Summary of Results 

 The findings revealed rich and plentiful insights into the complexity of improving 

teacher effectiveness.  Individually, each case served as a view into the values, thoughts, 

and practices of an individual who had improved in her effectiveness as a teacher.  For 

example, the teacher with the highest amount of growth in value-added effectiveness 

scores understood the data and used it to guide instructional practice.  The teacher was 

also diligent about reflecting upon every lesson and determining what had worked and 

what had not work in order to improve student learning in the classroom.  The teacher 

valued the trust her principal showed her and appreciated the visible support.  She 

considered the daily interactions she had with her colleagues necessary to her success as a 

teacher and to the culture of her school.  

 While the individual narratives were interesting and insightful, the most 

meaningful findings emerged in the across-case analysis.  In determining what changes 

these teachers had made that led to improved student learning, using humor in the 

classroom as a way to capture students’ attention and keep them engaged was mentioned 

the most often.  However, the theme with the most coded references was the teachers’ 

increased capacity to use multiple resources, including their own creativity, when 

designing learning experiences for their students.  Using humor and being resourceful in 

lesson design were closely followed by differentiating instruction to meet the variety of 

learners’ needs and integrating technology, such as the SMART Board and calculators, 

into daily instruction. 

 With regard to professional learning, all eight teachers benefitted from a wide 

variety of training opportunities and most of them admitted that a training session was 
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most valuable when it was practical and when teachers were actively involved in the 

learning process.  In addition, all eight of the teachers learned through collaboration with 

colleagues, both in formal PLC structures and in less formal, regular dialog and 

networking with other teachers.  Lastly, the majority of the teachers revealed themselves 

to be reflective practitioners, learning and improving by regularly examining what 

worked and what did not work in their instruction, and adjusting as needed, to enhance 

the learning of their students.  

 The eight teachers in this study provided clear examples of the importance of the 

principal in fostering teacher growth.  Primarily, the principals who demonstrated trust 

and recognized the work of teachers motivated the teachers to grow as professionals. 

Secondly, the majority of these teachers valued the presence of their principals in their 

classrooms.  Half of the teachers attributed their growth to the direct instructional 

guidance of their principals, and half of them recognized that the culture of the school, 

most likely cultivated by the principal, was a contributing factor. 

 Finally, the researcher found that only one teacher had had knowledge of her 

teacher-level value-added teacher effectiveness scores and had used the data to make 

instructional decisions.  Four teachers had had basic knowledge of value-added data in 

general, but were not at all familiar with their teacher-level data.  While having been 

exposed to value-added data, three teachers made statements that led the researcher to 

conclude that they had some misconceptions regarding value-added data.  Four of the 

eight teachers connected their knowledge of value-added data to the monetary award 

system in the district.  
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Discussion of Results 

 “Today it is considered common knowledge that a classroom teacher is probably 

the single most powerful influence on student achievement that is within control of the 

educational system” (Marzano, 2010, p. 213).  As described in detail in Chapter II, of the 

factors directly related to the school environment, teacher quality is the most significant 

in regard to student learning.  Therefore, one may understandably infer that “if the skill of 

teachers in a building or district could be raised dramatically, student achievement would 

be expected to increase dramatically” (Marzano, 2010, p. 214).  This study expands the 

knowledge base of how and why teachers improve their practice by examining eight 

teachers with documented growth in their value-added teacher effectiveness scores.   

Data Comparison to Research on Professional Development 

 The traditional training model, exemplified in the form of workshops and/or 

courses, is the most prevalent form of professional development, despite the research that 

reveals it has very little impact on student learning and is an ineffective and inefficient 

use of limited resources (Fullan, 2005; Goodlad, 1983; Reeves, 2010).  Not surprisingly, 

when asked what professional learning may have contributed to their growth, the eight 

teachers in this study immediately thought of workshops they had attended.  Although the 

specific trainings valued varied from teacher to teacher, two commonalities emerged in 

the data.  Aligned with the research on effective professional development, the teachers 

found training with practical application and training in which they could be actively 

involved to be the most meaningful.  Professional development should be job-embedded 

and directly connected to the work of teaching, making it more meaningful to the adult 

learner (Ancess, 2000; Borko, 2004; Wood & Killian, 1998; Wood & McQuarrie, 1999). 
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Professional development is more effective when it is content-specific and specifically 

tailored to the needs of a particular campus, grade level, and/or subject area (Corcoran, 

1995; Garet et al., 2001).  Professional development should include the use of multiple 

modalities of learning and should require active engagement (Garet et al., 2001; Joyce & 

Shower, 1995).  

 Professional Learning Communities are beginning to permeate the literature as the 

most promising tool for developing teachers (Armstrong, 2012a; Armstrong, 2012b; 

McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001; Vescio et al., 2008).  When probed, these eight teachers 

affirmed the value of PLCs in their own professional growth.  Although the 

characteristics and frequency of their PLCs differed, they all discussed that PLCs were an 

important part of their work by providing a forum for looking at student data, 

brainstorming solutions to problems, and sharing instructional practices.  

 The majority of the teachers in this study mentioned that they learned by 

reflecting on their practice and making adjustments in their instruction to improve student 

learning.  While their responses indicated that this was often done independently, 

reflecting on instructional practices and resulting student data were revealed to be a part 

of  PLC agendas.  Loucks-Horsley et al. (1998) concluded that professional development 

should promote self-reflection and inquiry, often in the form of action-research.   

 Therefore, the results of this study are in line with what is known about effective 

professional development in that it should be practical, active, collaborative, and 

reflective.  However, it also validates that traditional training is still viewed as the main 

form of professional development.  Most of these teachers did not associate professional 
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learning with PLCs, daily interaction with colleagues, and personal reflection until the 

researcher specifically asked about these models.  

Data Comparison to Research on the Principal as the Instructional Leader 

 Reeves (2006) stated that the three categories of leadership behavior that led to 

student achievement were inquiry, implementation, and monitoring.  The eight teachers 

in the study did not specifically share that their principals created a culture of inquiry, but 

they all discussed the value of PLCs, and principals were responsible for ensuring that 

PLC structures were in place on their campuses.  Based on the statements they made, all 

but one of the teachers exhibited a “growth mindset,” which is an inquiry-based belief 

system in which the adults in the building believe that they can make a difference in 

student learning despite poverty, lack of parental involvement, and other factors not 

within the control of the school (Dweck, 2007).  While the teachers did not mention that 

their principals cultivated this mindset, the researcher wonders what role their principals 

played in that value system.  Half of the teachers attributed their growth to the direct 

instructional guidance of their principals, which aligns with Reeves’s view on 

implementation.  The majority of the teachers appreciated that their principals visited 

their classrooms regularly, which indicates that the principals at least appeared to be 

monitoring instruction.  

 The findings in this study indicated that the most important leadership behaviors 

that contributed to teacher improvement were related to demonstrating trust and 

recognition, as these behaviors were mentioned multiple times by all eight participants. 

Trust and recognition are not foreign to the research on educational leadership. 

According to Reeves (2006), relational leaders “listen to their colleagues without 
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interrupting or prejudging their statements,” they “respect confidences,” they “practice 

empathy through deliberate inquiry,” and they “exhibit genuine passion for their mission 

and the people around them” (pp. 41-42).  Based on a study conducted by Kounzes and 

Posner (1987), Lezotte and Snyder (2011) proclaimed that “trust is the cornerstone of 

effective and sustainable leadership and change” and that cornerstone consists of clear, 

consistent, real, and honest communication.  “Leaders can use vision to build trust rather 

than break it if they are willing to let their rhetoric give way to reality and allow their 

vision to become a blueprint rather than a public relations balcony” (Reeves, p. 36).  The 

most effective school leaders are not necessarily directly involved with instruction, but 

improve instruction in other crucial ways (Grissom & Loeb, 2009; Horng & Loeb, 2010; 

Louis et al., 2010).  These studies revealed that rather than narrowly focusing on 

classroom instruction, effective leaders primarily improve student learning by motivating 

teachers and creating positive work environments and school cultures.  

The researcher was surprised that instructional guidance was only mentioned by 

half of the teachers as a leadership behavior exhibited by their principals, even though 

much of the literature supports the principal taking a more explicit role in instruction 

(Bambrick-Santoyo, 2012; Elmore, 2000; Evans, 1996).  The researcher wonders if 

instructional guidance was provided in more subtle ways.  The principal may have 

demonstrated distributed leadership practices by ensuring that instructional guidance was 

provided by teacher leaders.  Half of the teachers spoke of their school culture, which 

was most likely cultivated by the principal.  Perhaps that culture included forums for 

instructional guidance in the form of PLCs, mentors, action research, book studies, and 

other forms of professional development. 
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Data Comparison to Research on Measuring Teacher Effectiveness with Value-

Added Data  

 The use of value-added data is growing at an exponential rate, and this is most 

likely due to the fact that it “links teacher practice to student growth and can potentially 

be used to identify and reward effective teachers and schools, as well as inform teachers 

and principals on how they can improve their practices” (Kennedy et al., 2012, p. xvii).  

While all eight teachers in the study had been exposed to the concept of value-added data, 

only one was truly knowledgeable about the teacher-level value-added reports and used 

the information gleaned from them to make instructional decisions.  Kennedy et al. 

warned that “when teachers and administrators are drowning in data that they do not 

understand, they will not use it to make better decisions” (p. xi).  This leads the 

researcher to conclude that seven of these eight teachers improved despite the teacher-

level value-added data, not because of it.  The one teacher who did know and use her data 

had the highest amount of growth in her scores.  While just a singular exemplar, Ms. 

Fuller’s individual case study supports the literature regarding the potential of value-

added data, when used intentionally to inform instruction decisions to measurably 

improve student learning (Harris, 2011; Kennedy et al., 2012).   

 As stated in Chapter II, the researcher did not discover any previous studies 

directly related to how and why teachers improved their practice as measured by value-

added data.  Even though the use of the teacher-level data appeared to be a contributing 

factor for the growth of just one of the eight teachers in the study, the findings add to the 

knowledge base on teacher improvement as measured by value-added teacher 

effectiveness scores.   
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Data Comparison to the Leadership for Learning Framework 

 Figure 5.1 serves as a reminder of the Leadership for Learning Framework, which 

was introduced in Chapter I and described in greater depth in Chapter II.  When 

discussing this framework as it related to value-added data, Kennedy et al. (2012) 

presented the tool as a lens for looking at districts and schools, but not as a framework for 

understanding the practice of individual teachers.  Reeves (2006), the author of the 

framework, used it as an instrument for plotting research-based practices and the degree 

to which they were implemented, but not for individual teachers.   

 

Figure 5.1.  The Leadership for Learning Framework  

Source “The Learning Leader” by D. B. Reeves, 2006, p. xx.  Reprinted with permission 

from the author. 

 The researcher contends that this study adds a new dimension to the multiple uses 

of the Leading for Learning Framework, that of the individual teacher with documented 

teacher-level effectiveness scores.  In the daily work of teaching students, teachers with 

documented growth may or may not have engaged in reflection of what they are doing 
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that is enhancing student learning.  The researcher hoped for the “optimal combination of 

high results and deep understanding of the antecedents of excellence” (Reeves, 2010, p. 

6).  For the first three research questions, the participants of the study fell in the leading 

quadrant as they had documented improvement in value-added teacher effectiveness 

scores and were able to articulate the changes they had made in practice, the professional 

learning that benefitted them, and the leadership behaviors that contributed to their 

growth.  However, the last research question pertained to how the participants had 

knowledge of  and used their teacher-level value-added data to inform instruction.  Only 

one participant fell in the leading quadrant with regard to this question, as she clearly 

understood and used her value-added data to make changes in her practice, specifically 

targeting differentiation to meet the varied needs of her students.  The other seven 

participants, while leading with the first three research questions, fell into the lucky 

quadrant when it came to knowing and using their value-added teacher effectiveness data.  

Indeed, they had improved in their value-added teacher-effectiveness scores, but the 

scores themselves were not a contributing factor to that growth.  

Implications for Practice and Recommendations 

Professional Development 

            Research, including this study, supports the notion that the traditional workshop 

model is not as likely to improve instructional practice unless it is coupled with job-

embedded, ongoing opportunities for practice and collaboration.  Yet, when teachers in 

this study heard the phrase professional development, they immediately discussed 

training opportunities they had attended.  Most likely driven by practicality, efficiency, 

and/or tradition, the workshop model is not going to disappear any time in the near 
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future.  Therefore, the researcher recommends that school districts and other professional 

development providers closely examine the content, process, and context of training.  

 The teachers in this study named a wide variety of training sessions that they 

considered meaningful, as most teachers probably would.  As no particular training 

emerged as the best for improving practice, one should be critical of the professional 

development providers who promise that their trainings are the answer to improving 

practice.  The practicality of the training was important to the teachers in this study.  

They desired to walk away from a training session with at least one strategy that they 

could use immediately.  Therefore, the researcher suggests that the content of the training 

should be geared toward the grade level and/or subject area that the teacher is responsible 

for teaching in order to increase the likelihood of immediate application.   

 In order to gain the most benefit from trainings, the researcher refers back to the 

instructional changes that these eight teachers made in their practice for guidance.  Using 

humor in the classroom as a way to capture students’ attention and keep them engaged 

emerged as a prevalent theme in this study.  While it may be challenging to teach 

someone to be humorous, the practice can certainly be modeled and explicitly highlighted 

in workshops.  Training should be enjoyable for teachers so that they in turn make 

learning enjoyable for their students. 

A second theme that emerged in the study was the teachers’ ability to use their 

own creativity and multiple resources when designing learning experiences for their 

students.  Yet, so many training sessions consist of teachers doing nothing more than 

listening to someone else’s ideas.  The researcher appreciates training sessions in which 

the teachers learn about the multiple resources available to them and then are actually 
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given time to create lessons using those resources in a collaborative environment with the 

support of a skilled facilitator.  This concept is aligned with two additional themes that 

emerged in this study.  First, teachers like to be actively involved when they are learning 

new strategies, not sitting passively, and investigating resources and creating learning 

experiences require activity.  Second, teachers prefer training that is practical, and 

designing lessons aligns with that preference.  

In this study, the themes of teachers using humor and being resourceful when 

designing lessons were closely followed by teachers knowing how to differentiate 

instruction and integrating technology.  Professional development facilitators would be 

wise to model differentiation and technology integration in workshops.  Many training 

sessions are taught to the whole group, treating all of the teachers as though they are in 

the same place in their professional learning.  Teachers may be pre-assessed or self-

assessed on the content of a training session, and then facilitators could intentionally 

group them and provide differentiated activities based on the needs.  In addition, the same 

technology resources that teachers have available in their classrooms should be 

embedded in all training.  If teachers are expected to use humor in the classroom, be 

resourceful and creative with planning instruction, differentiate to meet the needs of 

various learners, and integrate technology into instruction, then those same practices must 

be deliberately and transparently entrenched in adult learning experiences as well. 

 Without question, this study complements the emerging literature regarding the 

power of Professional Learning Communities.  The role of the principal in creating and 

sustaining PLCs will be discussed later in this chapter.  Knowing that the PLC is an 

important forum for professional learning and that training by itself is not the most 
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effective way to impact instructional practice, facilitators of professional development 

should provide follow up activities, challenges, and/or discussion questions for PLCs to 

ensure that the learning is ongoing.  The teachers in this study also shared that they 

learned from their colleagues through dialog in more informal settings.  Schools and 

school districts should be deliberate in ensuring that all teachers have venues for more 

informal conversations about practice.  The design of most school buildings with 

individual classrooms, walls, and halls is not conducive to collaboration.  A warm, 

inviting, and comfortable space within the building provides a place for teachers to gather 

during lunch and during conference periods.  To expand the teachers’ networks beyond 

their own buildings, schools and districts should take advantage of technology and 

promote the use of social media and blogs as mediums for conversation.  The nature of 

school creates barriers to teacher collaboration that must be deliberately addressed in 

order to create an environment in which teachers talk about their practice. 

Six of the eight teachers in this study revealed themselves to learn from being 

self-reflective on a regular basis and making instructional adjustments based on what they 

garnered from that reflection.  While many would believe that being reflective is an 

instinctual behavior, the researcher hypothesizes that many educators go about their daily 

work without examining how their instruction impacts student learning.  From personal 

experience, the researcher knows that many teachers pull out the same lesson plans from 

year to year without changing anything, leading her to contemplate how to more 

deliberately develop habits of reflection in teachers.  In all formal professional 

development, time should be committed for self-reflection related to the learning 

objective.  Self-reflection may be accomplished through self-evaluation with a rubric, 



 Texas Tech University, Kathryn Rollo, December 2013 

146 

journaling with explicit provocations, or answering a set of questions designed to elicit 

self-critique.  How self-reflection is prompted is not as important as how often it occurs.  

The Principal as the Instructional Leader 

 As shared in Chapter IV, half of the teachers in this study specifically mentioned 

the word culture at some point during their interviews, even though the word was not part 

of any of the questions that were asked of them.  When pondering implications and 

recommendations for practice for principals as instructional leaders, the researcher must 

be transparent and state that she holds a strong belief that the principal is the primary 

culture builder of the school.  School culture is a complex and nebulous concept, yet this 

study reveals some specific leadership behaviors, providing clarity as to what principals 

do to build positive cultures in which teachers improve.  

For all eight of the teachers in this study, the manner in which their principals 

demonstrated that they trusted them as professionals and recognized their efforts was of 

utmost importance to them.  While being a relationship-oriented person is more natural 

for some personalities than others, all principals, regardless of their innate tendencies, 

must recognize that trust and recognition are absolutely imperative to helping teachers 

improve.  Principals should be intentional about finding opportunities to celebrate 

successes, even if the strides seem relatively insignificant.  Specific, targeted praise 

reinforces effective teaching practices and increases the likelihood that teachers will 

repeat those behaviors.  For example, if a principal expresses to a teacher that he/she 

noticed and appreciated the teacher utilizing a cooperative learning strategy that was 

discussed in a PLC the previous week, the teacher is more likely to continue practicing 

and refining that strategy until it is a part of his/her regular practice.   



 Texas Tech University, Kathryn Rollo, December 2013 

147 

 Recognizing effort and growth cannot be left to chance.  Particularly in larger 

schools, principals should chart when each teacher is praised and what instructional 

behavior was reinforced by that praise to ensure that no teacher is ignored.  In this study, 

the teachers’ discussions regarding praise were intertwined with those regarding trust, 

leading the researcher to conclude that when teachers are praised by their principals, 

teachers trust their principals.  A corollary to that conclusion is that when teachers trust 

their principals, they are more likely to consider instructional advice, feel more 

comfortable trying new strategies, and ask for help when it is needed.  A culture that is 

built upon trust is critical to teachers becoming highly effective.  

 Their principal’s presence in their classrooms was the second most important 

finding in this study.  Related to the previous paragraph regarding praise, the only way a 

principal can know what to praise is by regularly observing practice.  Again, 

intentionality is the key.  A principal’s time can be easily swept away with the daily 

minutia of life in a school.  Principals should strategically schedule time for classroom 

walkthroughs, ensuring that all teachers are observed, and that time should be considered 

sacred.  “Exceptional school leaders succeed because of how they use their time: what 

they do, and how and when they do it” (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2012, p. 2).   

 Another way that principals demonstrate trust is by empowering teachers through 

the PLC structure, which was mentioned by the eight teachers in this study as a beneficial 

professional learning forum.  PLCs are designed to provide teachers with a structure for 

learning and practicing new strategies, assessing the effectiveness of those strategies, and 

collecting input and feedback in an ongoing, job-embedded manner.  Principals who 

develop master schedules in which time for collaborative planning among teams of 
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teachers is a priority send a message that the professional beliefs, practices, and growth of 

teachers is critical to improving student learning.  But in addition to strategically 

organizing the logistics of PLCs, principals must build the capacity of their teachers to 

effectively work together to improve instruction.  By using norms and protocols that 

ensure that all voices are heard and respected, principals build a culture of collaboration 

and trust.  Principals are justified in setting high expectations of teachers.  However, once 

principals have built the capacity of their teachers to collaborate, they should trust the 

teachers through their PLCs to determine how those expectations will be met.  

Only three of the teachers in this study mentioned specific examples of their 

principals providing instructional guidance; yet all eight attributed their growth to 

working collaboratively with other teachers.  Perhaps principals indirectly provide 

instructional guidance by guaranteeing that healthy PLCs are in place.  However, the 

researcher would be remiss if she ignored the fact that two of the recipients of advice 

from principals began with negative value-added teacher-effectiveness scores. 

Furthermore, the third teacher, while her score was slightly above expected growth the 

first year, was the teacher with the least amount of experience in this study.  While 

ensuring that a culture of collaboration is critical to teacher improvement, principals play 

a direct and vital role in helping teachers examine their practice and make instructional 

adjustments to improve student learning, especially with teachers who are new or are 

struggling.  In fact, the researcher hypothesizes that the other five teachers in this study 

may have improved even more in their effectiveness scores if they had received 

appropriate instructional feedback and coaching from their principals.  
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 Disappointingly, the researcher found that only one teacher had knowledge of her 

teacher-level value-added teacher effectiveness scores and used the data to make 

instructional decisions.  Even this particular teacher shared that the extent of her 

discussions regarding value-added data with her administrators were about availability of 

the reports and congratulations for the good work.  She learned about the data because 

she was driven and self-motivated, not because her principal set that expectation.  Not 

only did Ms. Fuller have the highest range of growth of the participants in this study, she 

also had the greatest effectiveness score in this study and in the district.  Assuredly, her 

knowledge and use of her value-added data contributed to high levels of student learning 

in her classroom.  If principals would intentionally help all of their teachers understand 

their value-added data and how to use it to drive instructional decisions, and if this 

practice was actually modeled using school-level data by the principal, the researcher 

forecasts that growth in teacher-effectiveness scores would be the norm instead of the 

exception.  

 The principal’s role in the leadership of teacher improvement is a complex topic.  

However, this study provides some specific behaviors to guide principals in creating 

cultures of success.  Recognizing the efforts and successes of teachers serves to build 

trust.  Creating collaborative systems that facilitate discussions about practice also leads 

to a culture of continual learning and trust.  Principals who provide instructional feedback 

and coaching, especially with struggling and inexperienced teachers, will find more 

success in teacher improvement.  And finally, student learning will accelerate for 

principals who ensure that teachers know how to examine their data and use it to drive 

instructional decisions.  
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Implications for Future Research 

  The limitations and delimitations of this study offer prospects for future research. 

First, although this study was carefully planned, the researcher only used one form of 

measure, value-added teacher effectiveness scores, to determine whether or not a teacher 

had grown in his/her effectiveness.  In reality, using multiple measures would have 

provided a more comprehensive view of teacher improvement and possibly identified 

more potential participants.  For the purpose of consistency, the researcher only studied 

value-added teacher-effectiveness data for fourth through eighth grade reading and 

mathematics teachers.  Perhaps future research could utilize research-based rubrics over 

time to identify teacher growth in addition to or instead of the value-added data, 

capturing participants in other subjects or grade levels. 

 While the researcher was able to collect plentiful data, only one math teacher and 

seven reading teachers were included in this study.  Knowing if teachers in other content 

areas attribute their growth to similar factors would further expand the knowledge base 

on how and why teachers improve their practice.  Additionally, even though invitations to 

participate were extended to eligible males, all of the volunteer participants in this study 

were female.  Knowing the commonalities and differences between males and females 

who have grown in their effectiveness scores would be of interest. 

 Once the participants were identified for this study, the researcher used the 

individual interview process to discover how and why these teachers had improved.  

Generalizability would be enhanced if future research coupled this qualitative process 

with other forms of data collection.  Since student data is the foundation for the value-

added teacher effectiveness data, surveying the students who were the benefactors of 
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each teacher’s care would provide an interesting perspective.  In addition, interviewing 

and/or surveying the principals of the teachers might provide more information to support 

or enhance the data related to leadership behaviors that lead to teacher growth. 

Furthermore, a longitudinal study of these participants over a longer period of time would 

provide an opportunity to examine the sustainability of the improvement. 

 Exploring the differences between teachers who increased their value-added 

scores and those who maintained and/or declined in their scores had the potential to 

provide an enhanced perspective and improve the transferability of the study.  However, 

because of the controversy and sensitivity surrounding individual teacher value-added 

data, the researcher intentionally elected to interview only teachers with improvement in 

value-added scores with the assumption that these teachers would be more open to honest 

discussion.  To truly understand the differences between teachers who improve, teachers 

who maintain, and teachers who decline in their effectiveness, future studies must explore 

the commonalities and differences among participants from all three of these categories. 

 Half of the teachers in this study mentioned the monetary award as a factor to be 

considered.  While rewarding employees for performance, often referred to as bonuses, is 

a common practice in the business world, it is a rather new phenomenon for school 

districts and has elicited substantial controversy.  Districts must strategically use their 

limited resources in ways that produce results, and monetarily rewarding teachers with 

objectively documented positive performance is definitely worth further investigation.  

 Lastly, only one of the participants in this study had knowledge of and used her 

value-added teacher effectiveness data to inform her instructional practices.  More 

information is needed to guide school districts and principals on the best practices for 
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ensuring that principals and teachers not only know how to comprehend the data, but 

more importantly, how to use them as a springboard for improving instructional practices 

in the classroom.  The data are only valuable if stakeholders use them for cultivating high 

quality learning environments and experiences for students.   

The Teacher Improvement Framework 

 Based on the conclusions of this study, the researcher developed The Teacher 

Improvement Framework, as depicted in Figure 5.2, as a way of graphically organizing 

the specific behaviors related to instructional practices, principal behaviors, and 

professional development that lead to improvement in teacher effectiveness. 

 

 

  Figure 5.2.  The Teacher Improvement Framework 
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 The three circles overlap because the researcher has determined that all three play 

a crucial role in supporting teacher improvement.  The circle for principal behaviors is 

the largest because the researcher believes that the campus principal is the most 

significant factor in teacher growth.  If that circle were removed from the equation, an 

individual teacher may increase his/her knowledge base and have opportunities for 

practice, but the organizational collaborative structures for learning would not likely be 

sustained.  Secondly, without effective principals, teachers may not get feedback on 

whether or not practices impact student learning.  Most importantly, without effective 

principals, teacher improvement may occur randomly with individual teachers, but 

school-wide and or district-wide teacher improvement will not occur and the knowing-

doing gap that is inhibiting public schools will not close.  This study was based on the 

ethical premise that ineffective instruction must be confronted on a large scale if public 

schools are going to provide every child with an equal chance for success in life.  

The circle for instructional practices is the second largest of the three because the 

researcher understands that professional learning is useless if it does not impact what 

happens in the classroom.  Teachers may increase their knowledge base through training 

sessions and from collaborating with other teachers, but true learning occurs through 

deliberate practice with students and reflection in their classrooms.   

A culture of inquiry is only possible when instructional practices, principal 

behaviors, and professional development are aligned.  In a culture of inquiry, principals 

and teachers continually “analyze underlying causes of deficiencies and successes in 

student learning” (Reeves, 2006, p. xxiii).  The adults in the school do not blame low 

achievement on factors outside of the school that are beyond their control.  Instead, they 
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maintain high expectations of their students and of themselves to ensure that every child 

learns.  They examine multiple sources of data, including value-added effectiveness data, 

to generate questions about practices and beliefs that are contributing to the failure or 

success of students.  In a school with a healthy culture of inquiry, there is no knowing-

doing gap.  

Conclusion 

  While the benefit of understanding the practices of consistently strong teachers is 

extremely valuable and well-documented, the knowing-doing gap is still prevalent in 

educational practice, evidenced by the fact that a vast number of students continue to 

perform below grade level and ultimately drop out of school.  The purpose of this study 

was to explore how and why teachers improve in their practice as measured by their 

value-added teacher effectiveness scores and what role the campus principal played in 

that growth.  Additionally, the study sought to determine if teachers’ knowledge of their 

effectiveness scores served as a factor in their growth. 

 In determining what changes these teachers made that led to improved student 

learning, using humor in the classroom as a way to capture students’ attention and keep 

them engaged and being resourceful and creative when designing instruction were the 

most prevalent themes, closely followed by differentiating instruction to meet the variety 

of learners’ needs and integrating technology into daily instruction.  With regard to 

professional learning, the teachers found training to be most valuable when it was 

practical and when they were actively involved in the learning process.  In addition, they 

recognized the role of collaboration with colleagues, both in formal PLC structures and in 

less formal, regular dialog and networking with other teachers in their professional 
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learning.  The majority of the teachers also revealed themselves to be reflective 

practitioners, learning and improving by regularly examining what worked and what did 

not work in their instruction, and adjusting as needed, to enhance the learning of their 

students.  

 With regard to the role of the principal in teacher growth, the principals who 

demonstrated trust and recognized the work of teachers motivated these eight teachers to 

grow as professionals.  Secondly, the majority of these teachers valued the presence of 

their principals in their classrooms.  Half of the teachers attributed their growth to the 

direct instructional guidance of their principals, and half of them recognized that the 

culture of the school, most likely cultivated by the principal, was a contributing factor.  

Finally, the researcher found that only one teacher had knowledge of her teacher-level 

value-added teacher effectiveness scores and used the data to make instructional 

decisions.  Therefore, most of these teachers improved in their effectiveness without 

knowing about it or understanding it. 

 The research on teacher improvement in general was nebulous, and no studies 

were found that specifically defined teacher improvement with growth in value-added 

teacher effectiveness scores.  This study supplements and enhances the current literature 

regarding best practices in professional development in that training should be practical 

and active and that the most effective form of professional learning involves ongoing 

formal and informal collaboration.  With regard to the principal as the instructional 

leader, this study aligns with the literature pertaining to relationships built on trust and 

the need that teachers have for praise and recognition.  The research regarding the role of 

the principal in giving instructional guidance is mixed, and this study supports the 
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conclusion that instructional guidance is valuable, but the provider is not always the 

principal.  Finally, this study adds to the limited literature surrounding value-added data, 

but conclusions cannot be drawn regarding value-added data serving as a catalyst for 

teacher improvement because only one of the eight participants had knowledge of and 

used her data for the purpose of improving instruction. 

 Based on the findings in this study, the researcher recommends that districts and 

schools should provide professional development trainings that are practical, include 

active learning, and model the use of humor, the use of multiple resources, 

differentiation, self-reflection, and technology integration.  In addition, school and district 

leaders should ensure that all teachers have opportunities for both formal collaboration in 

PLCs and informal dialog with colleagues. 

 The researcher contends that principals must be intentional with regard to 

providing specific praise that reinforces practices that lead to teacher growth.  In order to 

know what to praise, principals must be strategic in scheduling regular classroom visits. 

In addition, principals must ensure that systems are in place for healthy PLCs.  Finally, 

the researcher hypothesizes that more teachers would improve in their value-added 

teacher effectiveness scores if principals were more generous in coaching and providing 

instructional feedback and if they taught and modeled how to use value-added data to 

inform instruction. 

 While specific implications for professional development and leadership practices 

emerged from the findings of this study, the researcher concludes that future research 

would support and enhance the generalizability of the results.  First, the participants in 

this study were all female, and they taught fourth through eighth grade reading or 
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mathematics.  Although using value-added teacher effectiveness data limits the potential 

participants, future studies might use other measures to determine how and why teachers 

in other subjects and grade levels improve.  Expanding the participant pool would also 

most likely lead to male participation.  In addition, this study used the interview process 

to collect data, while future studies would benefit from adding other forms of data 

collection, such as student surveys, principal surveys, and classroom observations.  

Because of the sensitive nature of value-added data, the researcher only explored teachers 

who had improved in their scores.  Knowing more about the practices surrounding 

teachers who have declined or maintained their scores would substantially enhance the 

implications by providing a dimension of what not to do.  A more in-depth understanding 

of whether or not financial incentives help or hinder teacher improvement efforts would 

assist districts with resource allocation.  Finally, more information is needed to determine 

the best practices for building the capacity of principals and teachers to know and use 

value-added data to improve teaching and learning.   
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APPENDIX  B 

SAMPLE OF VALUE-ADDED REPORTS  
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APPENDIX C 

INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE 

Dear (Name): 

 

You have been identified as a teacher who has increased his/her value-added individual 

teacher effectiveness scores from 2010 to 2012.  Kathy Rollo is currently conducting a 

study as to how and why teachers improve their practices as measured by value-added 

data, and she would like to invite you to participate.  This study will help her learn more 

about how to strengthen professional development for principals and teachers to help 

them become better leaders and teachers.  

 

If you choose to participate, the researcher will contact you to schedule a one-hour audio-

taped interview at a location and time of your choice.  The questions will be related to 

teaching practices, professional learning, leadership, and value-added data.  Participation 

is completely voluntary, and you have the option to stop the interview at any point in 

time.   

 

To thank you for your time, the researcher will give you a $25 Target gift card at the 

beginning of the interview.  It will be yours to keep and use, even if you ultimately 

choose to withdraw from the study.   

 

If you have questions, you may contact the researcher at Kathryn.Rollo@ttu.edu or call 

her at (806) 239-7789.  If you are interested in participating, please complete the attached 

consent form and email it to Kathryn.Rollo@ttu.edu by July 19
th

.   This study is 

supervised Dr. Fernando Valle, a faculty member in the Department of Educational 

Leadership at Texas Tech University.  You may contact him at f.valle@ttu.edu with 

questions or concerns regarding this study.  

 

Thank you for your consideration. 

 

Pam Leftwich 

Executive Director, Research and Assessment  
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